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 From its outset, the Iliad stitches women into the fabric of its story with purpose. 
How women relate to men is of paramount concern to the poem from the theft of Briseis 
in Bk. 1 to the closing laments of Bk. 24. Yet studies of men and women’s relationships 
have largely focused on relative positions of power or on the separation between male 
and female worlds. This study of male-female relationships of the Iliad takes its 
inspiration from Odysseus’ exhortation to Nausicaa in Odyssey 6. There the hero 
endorses ὁμοφροσύνη (“like-mindedness”) between a man and woman as an ideal for a 
successful relationship and well-maintained household. At its core, Odysseus’ 
recommendation calls for harmony between two people’s minds and thoughts; however, 
it does not provide a prescription for how that harmony may be achieved. This 
dissertation examines how Iliadic women interact with their men and discovers an array 
of relationships exhibiting what may be called a form of ὁμοφροσύνη, even amid 
disagreement and strain in a time of stress. 
  In the Iliad, male-female relationships at their best are marked by a way of listening 
and communicating that helps to absorb or move past conflict and division, that expresses 
shared understanding, and that seeks out some form of resolution, even if that resolution 
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proves ultimately impermanent. Since each pairing of characters is unique, so too is the 
manner in which characters attempt or express harmony with their partners. This like-
mindedness (ὁμοφροσύνη), however, is not guaranteed to last, or even be present, nor 
does the poem give it the same compass in every pair. Sometimes we are shown a 
potential for ὁμοφροσύνη that does not or will not fully actualize, and sometimes we are 
made privy to the resonance or echoes of a past like-mindedness that is now in crisis.  
 The chapters of this dissertation are arranged by the Iliad’s four central women. 
Chapter 1 discusses Hekabe’s interactions with Priam and Hector. Chapter 2 investigates 
Helen’s relationships with Priam, Paris, and Hector. Chapter 3 considers Andromache’s 
complex relationship with Hector. And Chapter 4 looks at Briseis’ relationships with 
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Introduction: Women in the Iliad and the Homeric Idea of Ὁμοφροσύνη 
 
“One is left with a general sense of impoverishment in male-female relationships, 
although it might be said that among all the egoistic characters which people the Iliad 
one is hard put to see any satisfying human relationship.”  
              – Charles Rowan Beye (1974: 93) 
 
“…the poem’s cherished value, kleos, is something Iliadic women cannot earn, given 
their limited agency, and this disparity renders men and women mutually unknowable, 
their portions fundamentally incommensurate.” 
          – Nancy Felson and Laura Slatkin (2004: 100-101) 
 
 Women are essential to the artistry of the Iliad; the poem would take on a 
fundamentally different tenor without them. Dozens of women come into and out of the 
poem over its span, some only by name in a nod to a time before the war, some in 
instructive stories told between heroes or in images, some in person, such as the women 
who crowd around Hector in Bk. 6 asking after their husbands, brothers, and sons. These 
moments and stories enrich the Iliad with their flashes of color and touches of poignant 
humanity. And, occasionally, the poem gives these moments broader scope. A handful of 
women speak at length, and with significance for the poem’s interpretation. For through 
them, the poem reveals a series of complex relationships that offer, I shall argue, 
diverging models of a core ideal: an ideal I shall call ὁμοφροσύνη, to borrow an 
Odyssean term for the Iliad.  
 That is not to say that the Iliad portrays male-female relationships in an ideal state––




with one another, indeed, nearly at impasse. The poem takes pains to show different 
models of the male-female relationship under different strains. And yet repeatedly the 
poem illustrates women and men attempting to find a way past their discord, or suggests 
the potential for such attempts, sometimes even suggesting the shape of those efforts in 
the untold past. In these moments of friction, male-female pairs often look for mental and 
physical contact and rely on mutual understandings of one another and the larger 
encompassing concerns to work past their difficulties. With these elements in mind, I will 
argue in this dissertation that when men and women communicate with each other in the 
Iliad, they often exercise what we might call like-mindedness, a desire for harmony and 
unity that serves to absorb and even to resolve conflict.  
 To describe this dynamic between men and women in the Iliad, I propose using the 
term ὁμοφροσύνη, a word that appears in the Odyssey, but not in the Iliad.1 This word 
has previously been seen as distinctive of the Odyssey.2 In Bk. 6 of that poem, Odysseus 
washes up naked on the shore of the island Scheria and encounters a young nubile 
Nausicaa. To diffuse this potentially threatening situation, Odysseus wishes the girl the 
best sort of marriage, one which is marked by a particular quality––ὁμοφροσύνη (6.180-
185): 
  σοὶ δὲ θεοὶ τόσα δοῖεν, ὅσα φρεσὶ σῇσι μενοινᾷς,     180 
  ἄνδρα τε καὶ οἶκον, καὶ ὁμοφροσύνην ὀπάσειαν 
  ἐσθλήν· οὐ μὲν γὰρ τοῦ γε κρεῖσσον καὶ ἄρειον, 
  ἢ ὅθ᾽ ὁμοφρονέοντε νοήμασιν οἶκον ἔχητον 
                                                 
1 Three variations of this word occur in ancient Greek epic: the noun ὁμοφροσύνη appears at Od. 6.181 and 
15.198; the verb ὁμοφρονέω appears at Od. 6.183 and 9.456; the adjective ὁμόφρων occurs in multiple 
works, including the Iliad: Il. 22.263, Th. 60, h. Cer. 434, and h. Merc. 195, 391. See the R. Führer’s 
entries in LfgrE (1999). 
2 Austin (1975); Felson and Slatkin (2004: 104-106) argue that the idea of reciprocal marriage lies at the 




  ἀνὴρ ἠδὲ γυνή· πόλλ᾽ ἄλγεα δυσμενέεσσι, 
  χάρματα δ᾽ εὐμενέτῃσι· μάλιστα δέ τ᾽ ἔκλυον αὐτοί.   185 
 
  And may the gods grant to you all that your mind is eager for, 
  a man and a household, and may they also add in service useful 
  like-mindedness. For nothing is better or worthier 
  than when a man and a woman, like-minded in their thoughts, 
  maintain a household together. It is great hardship for their enemies, 
  but a delight for their well-wishers. They, especially, are highly regarded. 
 
Odysseus’ proclamation to this young woman with marriage on her mind endorses an 
ideal relationship that yields desirable results for the couple themselves, their well-
wishers, and not their enemies. While a marker of an ideal marriage, ὁμοφροσύνη, as 
Odysseus suggests, is not inherent to it. Neither does he claim that likeness of mind is 
exclusive to married persons, only that it makes their union better. From this early 
moment in Odysseus’ story, we are invited to ponder what this like-mindedness might 
look like beyond the borders of the ideal, whether its presence is felt among the 
Odyssey’s characters, and, if so, in whose relationship it resides. Intriguingly, the poem 
never explicitly applies the word to Odysseus and Penelope, though scholars have almost 
universally done so.3 He and his wife Penelope do suit one another particularly well, each 
of them crafty and patient, born manipulators. Yet even in this consensus, there is much 
debate about how to understand the significance of Odysseus’ recommendation. Sarah 
Bolmarchich is at pains to argue that, with the exception of Odysseus and his wife, the 
                                                 
3 See, for example, Austin (1975: 179-238); van Nortwick (1979: 272-276); Russo (1982: 5-6); Winkler 
(1990: 140-160); Wohl (1993: 44-45), who, strangely I feel, sees the ὁμοφροσύνη between Odysseus and 
Penelope as a softer expression of sexual submission that echoes the scenes of violent sexual domination in 
the earlier portions of the Odyssey; Bolmarchich (2001: passim, esp. 212-213); Chaston (2002: 12-17); 
Felson and Slatkin (2004: 103-113); Vergados (2009: 20); Vlahos (2011: passim); Murnaghan (2015: 261); 




capacity for ὁμοφροσύνη belongs to the male domain.4 Only a woman like Penelope, she 
argues, could fit the prescription given in Bk. 6 because her unique characteristics 
demand she “be analogized to a male ally of Odysseus in order to play the role of a 
faithful wife successfully.”5 If this were true, it is odd that Odysseus would use the term 
when speaking to a young woman who is clearly on the verge of marriage. Other scholars 
have taken less exclusive positions. Norman Austin, for example, applies the term far 
more freely, suggesting that many characters share like-minded relationships in the 
Odyssey: men and women, husbands and wives, father and son, masters and servants.6 
Yet even in the movements toward their final reunion the couple’s ὁμοφροσύνη may not 
be as clear as one might expect. Odysseus and Penelope each face stressful 
circumstances, dangers, and doubt about the other. Indeed, in Od. Bk. 23, Penelope 
actively resists recognizing Odysseus and provokes him to lose his temper before she 
accepts him. 
 Homeric literature uses some form of ὁμοφροσύνη to describe a harmony or the 
absence of harmony from a range of relationships, many of which lie outside the husband 
and wife bond.7 The Homeric Hymn to Demeter, for example, describes how Persephone 
and her mother Demeter, at last reunited, “share a like-minded heart” (ὁμόφρονα θυμὸν 
ἔχουσαι, 434) as they show one another affection (ἀμφαγαπαζόμεναι, 436). At another 
                                                 
4 Bolmarchich (2001: 208-212) looks at the word across different centuries and literary genres, but she, 
wrongly I feel, sets aside those occasions when it is used between goddesses or animals because “different 
rules apply” to these categories (p. 208 fn 6). 
5 Bolmarchich (2001: 213). 
6 Austin (1975: esp. 187, 197, 203-205, 212, 215-217, 231). 
7 A venture into Hesiod reveals that the sister Muses of the Theogony enjoy likeness of mind (ὁμόφρονας, 
Th. 60). Scully (2015: 38-39) suggests that, rather than being the necessary consequence of their close 




point in the Odyssey, it describes an imagined intimacy between a human-like creature 
and his pet ram. Polyphemus wishes that his ram had likeness of mind with him 
(ὁμοφρονέοις, Od. 9.456-457) so that it could tell the blinded cyclops where Odysseus 
hides. Of course, the pathos of the moment stems from the impossibility of Polyphemus’ 
wish, and yet it points to the spirit of the word. Polyphemus and his ram cannot have like-
mindedness because there is no way to get past the differences that separate them; there is 
a boundary of communication.8 But elsewhere in the Odyssey it refers to a shared 
understanding between friends. In Bk. 15, Telemachus hopes his trip with Nestor’s son 
Peisistratus will foster a like-minded understanding between them (ἥδε δ᾽ ὁδὸς καὶ 
μᾶλλον ὁμοφροσύνῃσιν ἐνήσει, Od. 15.198). Telemachus bridges from this statement to 
ask Peisistratus to take him to his ship rather than back to Nestor’s house, since the old 
man would detain Telemachus there against his will (μή μ᾽ ὁ γέρων ἀέκοντα κατάσχῃ ᾧ 
ἐνὶ οἴκῳ, Od. 15.200). Thinking it over (φρονέοντι, Od. 15.204), Peisistratus does as 
Telemachus asks. In these cases, Telemachus and Polyphemus seem to use the word 
hoping that their interlocutors might share their understanding––of at least the current 
situation––and act in unison with them. A passage from the Homeric Hymn to Hermes 
seems to echo this image of fellowship within a group: a set of four guard dogs “like-
minded like men” follow cattle (τέσσαρες, ἠΰτε φῶτες, ὁμόφρονες, 195). 
 While the preponderance of the Homeric incidents of ὁμοφροσύνη occur in the 
Odyssey, the concept is not entirely alien to the Iliad. In the midst of Bk. 22, Hector at 
                                                 
8 Heubeck (1989: 2:37 ad 9.456) defines the use of the verb here as “if you could think like me,” while 




last turns to face Achilles and proposes that the victor return the defeated man’s body for 
proper burial (22.250-259). Achilles, with the fire of his rage in him, refuses savagely 
(22.261-266): 
  ὡς οὐκ ἔστι λέουσι καὶ ἀνδράσιν ὅρκια πιστά, 
  οὐδὲ λύκοι τε καὶ ἄρνες ὁμόφρονα θυμόν ἔχουσιν, 
  ἀλλὰ κακὰ φρονέουσι διαμπερὲς ἀλλήλοισιν, 
  ὣς οὐκ ἔστ᾽ ἐμὲ καὶ σὲ φιλήμεναι, οὐδέ τε νῶϊν     265 
  ὅρκια ἔσσονται 
 
  Just as faithful oaths are impossible for lions and men, 
  nor do wolves and lambs have like-minded hearts, 
  but at all points have evil in mind for each other, 
  so impossible is it for you and I to share the bonds of kindness, neither  
  will there be oaths between us. 
 
The contours of this idea reveal themselves here. Hector has angled for a compromise 
with Achilles by appealing to a value he assumes they share, a modicum of common 
ground. Achilles’ reply disposes with that possibility. Wolves and lambs have nothing in 
common with one another; they are antagonists who can only have hostility and discord. 
Communication, understanding, agreement, and compromise have no place between 
predator and prey. As Suzuki remarks, Achilles “denies any common ground” and 
“specifically denies the possibility of a shared language.”9 Notably, Achilles posits the  
idea of like-minded hearts in a broader social setting (λέουσι καὶ ἀνδράσιν; λύκοι τε καὶ 
ἄρνες) rather than a communication between intimates. 
 Thus Homeric literature puts forward an array of figures that may enjoy ὁμοφροσύνη 
or suffer from its absence: men, women, mother and daughter, friends and companions, 
                                                 
9 Suzuki (1989: 49). See also Segal (1971b: 35-36), who contrasts Achilles’ opposing images of men and 
lions, wolves and lambs, with Hector’s desire for oaths and his imagined conversation between two young 




even between animals. In all instances an element of communication is inherent in its use. 
Hence, Odysseus’ prescription for a good marriage is a hope for a kind of communication 
and understanding between a young woman and her man, whose harmony will foster 
benefits for them and others. While Odysseus recommends this relationship specifically 
to Nausicaa, he frames it in terms of a universal ideal (Od. 6.182-184). Even so, in saying 
“nothing is better or worthier” than a man and woman maintaining a household through 
like-mindedness, his statement implicitly leaves room for its breakdown. Turkeltaub 
senses the threat of such a breakdown even in Odysseus and Penelope’s storied 
ὁμοφροσύνη resulting from the strains of pain and estrangement.10 How might this 
Odyssean ideal apply, if at all, to the war-fraught relationships between women and men 
in the Iliad? After all, the Odyssey is a story of forming––or reforming––a family, and 
the Iliad chronicles the dissolution of families and of a city. Scholarship, so far, has 
busied itself elsewhere. 
 While the last several decades of scholarship have seen a surge of interest in the role 
of women in the Iliad, very often this interest has come to rest on individuals, particularly 
Andromache and Helen, who are considered the most well-developed of the female 
characters. Andromache is held out as the archetype of a good caring wife, whose 
combined love and terror for her husband gets the best of her, and who must be returned 
to her proper female sphere.11 In her, the poem paints a vivid picture of what so many 
                                                 
10 Turkeltaub (2015: 295-299) speaks of a kind of growing distance between the pair in terms of their 
shared virtues, including the faltering of Penelope’s endurance and φρήν (e.g. she cannot think of a rescue 
plan for Telemachus). 
11 A sample of such views include: Schadewaldt (1965: 224-225); Farron (1979: 22-25); Lohmann (1988: 
51); Graziosi and Haubold (2003: 60-70); Minchin (2006-2007: 217-218); Muich (2010: 83-132). For 




women are before they meet their δούλιον ἦμαρ, as Hector calls it, their “day of 
enslavement” after the fall of a city (6.463).12 Helen, on the other hand, attracts interest 
because of her singularity, stuck as she is between two peoples at war for her sake, but 
also because she is aware of the foul consequences of her distinctiveness.13 While Briseis 
is often a foil for studying other characters, such as Helen, Andromache, and Achilles, 
recently scholars such as Casey Dué have investigated her role in the poem and the 
possibilities of her epic background.14 
 Multiple women from the Iliad’s tapestry are shuttled together in studies of lament, as 
in Margaret Alexiou’s seminal work on lament in Greece, and more recently Christos 
Tsagalis’ lengthy investigation of grief in ancient Greek epic.15 It is in this context that 
one often finds discussion of Priam’s wife Hekabe. Helpful as these studies are for 
understanding a critical role women fill in the poem, the natural focus of such 
explorations tends to leave out other passages of interest in which lament is only a 
component or even absent entirely. Steven Farron’s 1979 essay on the four main female 
characters of the Iliad––Helen, Andromache, Hekabe, and Briseis––led the way for 
scholarship that has sought to consider all the women together more generally. There he 
argues that Homer treats them with sensitivity to their “emotions and sentiments” and 
that therein lies the tragedy of these characters: their helplessness.16 Soon after, in an 
                                                 
12 Zarker (1965-1966: 112); Farron (1979: 22); Suzuki (1989: 29). 
13 See, for example, Collins (1988); Suzuki (1989); Graver (1995); Roisman (2006); Blondell (2010). For 
more detailed bibliography, see Chapter 2. 
14 Dué (2002). See also Suzuki (1989: 21-29) and notes to Chapter 4. 
15 Alexiou (2002, 2nd ed.) and Tsagalis (2004). See also Martin (1989: 88-89). 




essay on the “divided world” of Iliad Bk. 6, Arthur discussed how the male world of war 
stood distinct from the female sphere of the nurturing city.17 Among subsequent studies 
that have sketched how the Iliad’s women interact with men, there has been a prevailing 
tendency to view men and women in terms of relative power––dominance and 
subordination, agency and impotence, subject and object––or in terms of spaces divided 
by gender.18 Indeed, men are often said to dismiss women or overcome them as 
obstacles.19 
 It is a given in Homeric society that relationships between men and women are not 
those between equals. Yet this picture may not be so starkly drawn. In the opening 
paragraphs of a recent essay, Sheila Murnaghan mentions Odysseus and Penelope’s 
ὁμοφροσύνη as an element that softens the inequality inherent in their relationship.20 The 
couple’s “investment in their marriage and in the exclusive possession of their 
household” creates areas of unity for them.21 In her view, their ὁμοφροσύνη and the 
stability of their marriage are proven with the shared secret of their bed, which in turn 
                                                 
17 Arthur (1981). Arthur allows that Il. Bk. 6 suggests a certain kind of “interpenetration of these two 
spheres, and a dialectical rather than strictly polarized relationship between them” particularly when Hector 
and Andromache are suspended from their relative worlds when they meet at the wall (22). But in her view 
the poem eventually “reaffirms the essential incompatibility of the masculine and feminine spheres” in the 
end (39). 
18 For a sample of studies that speak in terms of relative power, see for example: Arthur (1981); Collins 
(1988: 41-67); Murnaghan (1999: 208, 213); Lyons (2012: 53-64). More recently, studies of Helen have 
understood her self-blame as an assertion of independence from the male dominated war-culture. See, for 
example: Loraux (1995: 194-197), for whom Helen, as a figure, is suspended “between subject and object”; 
Roisman (2006); and Blondell (2010). For gendered space, see: Shadewaldt (1965: 224); Arthur (1981); 
Lohmann (1988: 51); Suzuki (1989: 18-65); Scully (1990: 64-68); Felson and Slatkin (2004: 97-98). For 
further notes please see the footnotes to individual chapters. Some recent scholarship has moved to soften 
these dichotomies and to interpret with nuance the tension between women and men in the poem, thus 
Nappi (2015: 34-51) and Roussseau (2015: 15-20). 
19 For such views, see for example: Kakridis (1971: 68-75); Lardinois (1997: 219); Minchin (2007: 158). 
20 Murnaghan (2015: 260-261). 




becomes a “stylization of an actual dissymmetry” between them, a dissymmetry that 
Penelope must accept in order to regain her ideal marriage.22 While Murnaghan’s 
description of ὁμοφροσύνη makes room for some measure of equality between men and 
women, she continues to set the term only within the context of marriage and relies on 
power dynamics between men and women as the key to understanding it. Such an 
approach provides little insight for understanding how like-mindedness operates in male-
female relationships. 
 Thus, rather than looking at these women in terms of subordination to men and a 
general separation from the male world, in this study I explore the Iliad’s women in terms 
of how they interact with the men in their lives, that is, the dynamics of their relationships 
under the pressure of war and conflict. Judging from the quotations at the head of this 
introduction, it might seem odd to look for signs of like-mindedness and harmony when 
the portions between men and women are so incommensurate. Yet as I shall argue in a 
close study of each of these women, their relationships to men can neither be 
characterized as “mutually unknowable”23 nor “impoverished.”24 I would contend that 
one of the great successes of the poem is the degree to which these statements are not 
true, even when the bonds between women and men are under such great strain. As we 
will soon see, the poem persistently draws us to the question of how men and women’s 
                                                 
22 Murnaghan (2015: 261) borrows the phrase “stylization of an actual dissymmetry” from Foucault’s 
(1990: 151) arguments about the unequal relationship between husbands and wives in 4th century B.C. 
Greece. Foucault argues that men and women have a shared stake in marriage that necessitates constrained 
sexual behavior from each of the partners, though for separate and unequal reasons (pp. 143-151).  
23 Felson and Slatkin (2004: 101). 




relationships operate. In each case, the answer looks somewhat different. Broadly 
speaking, men and women strive to find ways to communicate with each other and find a 
shared understanding, and their like-mindedness expresses itself according to those 
characters and their circumstances. Thus, it is just as difficult for one to imagine 
ὁμοφροσύνη between Penelope and Achilles as it is to imagine it between Odysseus and 
Hekabe. And yet none of them are precluded from sharing like-mindedness with another 
more fitting partner. This varying like-mindedness may express itself in a variety of 
ways: the pair’s shared language; physical and visual communication; the expression of 
mutual estimation, connection, trust, or assessment; and a shared/assumed understanding 
of what might be ideal for the pair. What is important for this study is that a kind of 
ὁμοφροσύνη can be found among people amid occasions of conflict and difference: it 
does not require lockstep agreement from its participants. Neither is this quality universal 
among men and women, nor present to the same degree. 
 This dissertation approaches each example or negative example of like-mindedness 
from the way in which particular women interact with the men in their lives. Thus, four 
chapters encapsulate one or more male-female relationships. In Chapter 1, I investigate 
Hekabe’s relationships. First, Hekabe’s relationship with her husband Priam provides us 
with a clear example of how ὁμοφροσύνη’s give and take helps the couple work past 
their conflict and resolve their heated disagreement about the recovery of Hector’s body 
from Achilles. Then a study of Hekabe’s relationship with Hector reveals a pair at cross 




understanding and openness, but whose like-mindedness falters in the critical moments of 
Bk. 22.  
 In Chapter 2, I find that Helen’s relationships reveal the effects both of functioning 
ὁμοφροσύνη as well as its absence. Although subject to a strong erotic connection, Helen 
and Paris fail to display anything close to what might be characterized as ὁμοφροσύνη. 
Husband and wife share no mutual esteem or understanding, and indeed, hardly 
communicate. Underscoring her lack of like-mindedness with Paris is Helen’s mutual 
understanding with her brother-in-law Hector; Helen speaks in concert with Hector 
regarding their sense of Paris and the demands of the war, and together they work toward 
their shared goals.  
 In the case of Andromache and Hector (Chapter 3), their mutual esteem shows itself 
even in the middle of their division over the best course of action. While Andromache 
communicates her understanding of the pressures and consequences of the battlefield, 
Hector’s continuous attempt to communicate with Andromache and alleviate her anxiety 
demonstrates his like-mindedness with her, even as they disagree about how to defend 
Troy. In this chapter I examine not only this couple’s Bk. 6 conversation as a source for 
their unity, but also the ways in which they embody or harmonize with one another 
elsewhere in the Iliad. I also consider two of Andromache’s doubles, Poulydamas and 
Cleopatra, to understand better the power of her advice to Hector in Bk. 6 and the tragedy 
of its failure, despite the ὁμοφροσύνη she has with him. 
 Briseis is the subject of Chapter 4. Although her presence in the Iliad is limited, and 




in the gradual revelation of her understanding with Patroclus and Achilles a deeper look 
into male-female relations. Briseis may be a prize, but from various points of view––the 
narrator’s, Achilles’, Thetis’, and Briseis’ own––she is also a kind of family member, 
even a wife, whose deeply affecting loss is only surpassed by the loss of Patroclus. In this 
chapter, I consider what we may discern about the nature of Briseis’ relationships with 
Achilles and Patroclus from these various reports and by comparing them with other 
male-female pairs. Through these efforts, I argue that the Iliad indicates Briseis shared a 
kind of ὁμοφροσύνη with Achilles and Patroclus, but the death of Patroclus causes a 
rupture in that like-mindedness. Though echoes of Achilles and Briseis’ earlier 





Chapter 1: Hekabe 
 
 As a lesser character in the poem, the Iliad’s Hecuba has stood under a faint scholarly 
lamp. She often appears in scholarship devoted to the larger study of lament or 
motherhood, alongside yet overshadowed by other characters in Homeric poetry.25 While 
many of these studies have productively focused on what can be learned from Hekabe’s 
laments in Iliad Bks. 22 and 24, their narrow focus leaves little or no room for Hekabe’s 
conversations with living men. But it is in these conversations that we may find examples 
of the present study’s theme, namely, that male-female relationships in the Iliad often 
display a sense of mutuality and like-mindedness (ὁμοφροσύνη). This chapter will 
engage particularly with Hekabe’s conversations with her living male interlocutors and 
the distinct ways in which she expresses and attempts to achieve like-mindedness with 
them. The first section will explore Hekabe’s relationship with her husband Priam as it is 
demonstrated in their exchanges of Iliad Bk. 24. The second section will consider 
Hekabe’s interactions with her son Hector in Bks. 6 and 22, before he is killed. 
 
Hekabe and her Husband, Priam 
 Hekabe’s exchange with Priam in Bk. 24 has garnered surprisingly little scholarly 
attention.26 When scholars do address Hekabe and Priam’s interaction, they not 
                                                 
25 For lament, see: Petersmann (1973: 3-16, esp. 8-10); Alexiou (1974: 132-133); Foley (1991: 170-171); 
Holst-Warhaft (1992: 111-113); Murnaghan (1999: 212); Derderian (2001: 34, 44, 55-56); and Christos 
Tsagalis (2004: 154-160). For a focus on motherhood in lament, see Murnaghan (1992: 249-252); and 
Holmes (2007: 75-80). See also Scully’s (1990: 54-68, esp. 64ff.) comments on the city wall and the 
women contained therein as a metaphoric feminine “embrace.” 





infrequently describe it in terms of dismissal. Cedric Whitman, for example, downplays 
Hekabe’s role in the episode, claiming that Priam has already made up his mind to go to 
Achilles’ camp when he speaks with her: “His decision is already taken, despite the 
apparent consulting of Hecuba, whose warnings he disregards.”27 Johannes Kakridis uses 
Hekabe’s first speech as an example of how a “woman’s reaction does not prevail over 
man’s intentions” and does not mention her second speech at all.28 Steven Farron argues 
the extended scene demonstrates Hekabe’s “complete inability to sway Priam in any 
way,” though she has small and ultimately ineffective success in persuading him to pour 
a libation.29 And to take yet another view, Elizabeth Minchin claims that Hekabe 
“brushes aside her husband’s request for advice and assumes (as we all do) that he will 
obey Zeus’s instructions (as he does).”30 I shall argue to the contrary, that in this 
sequence of exchanges we see a mutual desire between husband and wife to come to 
resolution even in the thick of their discord. And while they begin at cross-purposes, they 
express their perspectives and desires to one another and use similar strategies to 
communicate them. It is because of this effort seen on both sides, that I consider their 
interactions a prime example of ὁμοφροσύνη between men and women in the Iliad. That 
is, Hekabe’s voice of counsel and Priam’s responses sketch the dimensions of 
                                                 
27 Whitman (1959: 217). Whitman’s view follows the bT scholiast ad 24.194-199, who also believes that 
Priam has already decided, but asks for his wife’s support––as human beings are wont to do: ἀνθρώπινον 
τὸ ἀνατίθεσθαι τὸ πρᾶγμα γυναικὶ κοινωνῷ τῶν παθημάτων. καὶ κέκρινε μέν, καὶ ἐρωτᾷ δέ, εἰ σύμψηφος 
ἔσται αὐτῷ· (Erbse, 1969-1988). I find it strange to conclude so, since the poet does not frame Priam’s 
speech in terms of support. Cf. also Richardson (1993: 6:294, 296 ad 24.193-199 and 24.218-227). 
28 Kakridis (1971: 73-74). He echoes here a view he articulated earlier in his “The Rôle of the Woman in 
the Iliad,” (1956: 26).  
29 Farron (1979: 27). 




ὁμοφροσύνη in their marriage. Their exchange depicts a rich archetype for the dynamic 
of male-female interaction in the Iliad. It shows their like-mindedness, each seeking and 
finding resolution and union, though in the midst of this effort each opposes the other and 
speaks of isolation and grief. The scene takes place in two parts within the larger ransom 
gathering sequence (24.188-301). Contrary to what some have said, wife does not simply 
defer to husband. Instead, their argument dances between their singular wishes and 
determinations and the ideal of their unity in the plural. They succeed in resolving their 
conflict when Hekabe reaffirms their conflicting thoughts but seeks a like-minded means 
to bring them back into harmony. 
 Hekabe’s role as advisor in Bk. 24 deserves particular attention because it is here that 
we see a woman both openly consulted for her advice about a dilemma, as well as 
indications that such a consultation is not unusual. To gauge the significance of this, we 
must first look back at the message Priam receives to leave and ransom his son’s body 
from Achilles. Zeus sends Iris with a message that Priam must go to ransom Hector back 
with gifts and that he must do so alone, taking only one herald along (24.175-180). Iris 
exhorts him twice not to fear for his life, assuring him that he will have a divine escort 
and Achilles will accept him as a suppliant (24.171-172, 181-183). Priam begins to ready 
himself for the journey, ordering his sons to get the wagon and its cart ready (24.189-
190), and descends to the storeroom (24.191-192). But despite Iris’ assurances, Priam 
does not fully commit to executing the instructions the goddess conveyed.  
 He hesitates. The king stops carrying out the goddess’ instructions in order to seek 




sense and that he values her understanding. He addresses Hekabe with ‘δαιμονίη,’ a 
surprising term which here may register both his shock and the urgency he feels from 
meeting the goddess only moments before.31 Priam immediately recounts his experience 
and the instructions he received (24.193-199):  
  ἐς δ᾽ ἄλοχον Ἑκάβην ἐκαλέσσατο φώνησέν τε· 
  “δαιμονίη, Διόθεν μοι Ὀλύμπιος ἄγγελος ἦλθεν, 
  λύσασθαι φίλον υἱὸν ἰόντ᾽ ἐπὶ νῆας Ἀχαιῶν,      195 
  δῶρα δ᾽ Ἀχιλλῆϊ φερέμεν, τά κε θυμὸν ἰήνηι. 
  ἀλλ᾽ ἄγε μοι τόδε εἰπέ, τί τοι φρεσὶν εἴδεται εἶναι; 
  αἰνῶς γάρ μ᾽ αὐτόν γε μένος καὶ θυμὸς ἄνωγεν 
  κεῖσ᾽ ἰέναι ἐπὶ νῆας ἔσω στρατὸν εὐρὺν Ἀχαιῶν.” 
 
  But he called out to his wife, Hekabe, and spoke to her: 
  “My god, woman, an Olympian messenger came to me from Zeus, 
  telling me to go the Achaean’s ships to ransom my dear son, 
  and to bring gifts to Achilles that may placate his spirit. 
  But come, tell me this, what seems best to you in your own mind? 
  For terribly does my passion and spirit urge my own self 
  to go there, to the ships and into the wide host of the Achaeans.” 
 
After Iris’ command, Priam’s turn to Hekabe for advice about this troubling and 
dangerous task (“But come, tell me this, what seems best to you in your own mind?” 
24.197) may seem surprising, but is understandable under the circumstances. While 
Priam emphasizes that a messenger came from Zeus (Δίοθεν), he leaves out Iris’ 
assurances of safe passage and her promise of Achilles’ gracious reception. As Robert 
                                                 
31 Priam’s shock shows in his shaking at the beginning of his interview with Iris (“and trembling took hold 
of him at the limbs,” τὸν δὲ τρόμος ἔλλαβε γυῖα, 24.170). The appearance of the term ‘δαιμονίη’ here has 
long made its interpretation difficult in other passages of ancient Greek epic. Brown has dedicated two 
separate articles to studying the term in epic. Brown (2014: 353-369) argues that the distinctive use of 
δαιμονίη in the present passage is an example of an early transition-period of “grammaticalization” into a 
discourse particle. Thus a word otherwise marked for negative discourse (see Brown, 2011: 498-528), 
signals the negative shock of the moment rather than a negative remark against the person to whom it is 
ostensibly directed (Brown, 2014: 366-367). He parallels δαιμονίη’s appearance at 24.194 with Latin’s 
mehercule! and edepol! and English’s God! and Jesus! (Brown, 2014: 365-366). Nevertheless, as Brügger 
(2017: 86 ad 24.194) notes, this grammaticalization “cannot be proven in the absence of clear parallels.” 




Rabel observes, Iris’ promise of safety “rings hollow in the old man’s ears” not without 
reason, since others, such as Dolon in Bk. 10, have had such promises and still died.32 
Notably, Priam leaves his question open-ended; he is relying on her good sense to help.  
 Priam tells her openly of his own inclination after he asks for her thoughts, explaining 
his spirited self––his μένος (passion) and his θυμός (spirit)––is behind his impulse to 
follow the divine command.33 Yet Priam is also aware of the dangerous location of his 
quest: the ships and the vast Achaian army (κεῖσ᾽ ἰέναι ἐπὶ νῆας ἔσω στρατὸν εὐρὺν 
Ἀχαιῶν, 24.199). He remains in doubt of what he ought to do, not trusting his own first 
instincts, and so turns to Hekabe for advice. Instead of μένος or θυμός (which drive him 
now), he asks her to apply her φρήν (rational mind) to the dilemma. Priam’s question and 
his pause for her advice suggest that Hekabe’s thoughts carry weight with him, and that 
such a solicitation for her good sense may not be an unusual occurrence. As we shall see 
shortly, Priam’s reply to Hekabe at 24.218-227 further strengthens this indication.  
 Hekabe’s reply also suggests that husband and wife have discussed different matters 
in the past. It will be Priam’s lack of φρένες that she first decries (24.201-208): 
  “ὤι μοι, πῆι δή τοι φρένες οἴχονθ᾽, ἧις τὸ πάρος περ 
  ἔκλε᾽ ἐπ᾽ ἀνθρώπους ξείνους ἠδ᾽ οἷσιν ἀνάσσεις; 
  πῶς ἐθέλεις ἐπὶ νῆας Ἀχαιῶν ἐλθέμεν οἶος, 
  ἀνδρὸς ἐς ὀφθαλμούς, ὅς τοι πολέας τε καὶ ἐσθλούς 
  υἱέας ἐξενάριξε; σιδήρειόν νύ τοι ἦτορ.       205 
                                                 
32 Rabel (1997: 199). Taplin has also noted Zeus’ potential for deception (1992: 264-265). 
33 It may not be worth it for Priam to follow these two elements of himself. van der Mije reflects on the 
nature of θυμός at the end of his article “πείθειν φρένα(ς), πείθειν θυμόν–A Note on Homeric Psychology” 
(2011: 447-454) and ultimately concurs with Schmitt (1990: 174-228) that the θυμός thinks with greater 
connection to the emotions than do the φρένες, so that “…‘thymotic thinking’ leads to some considerations, 
often only one consideration, given undue weight and overriding all others” (van der Mije, 2011: 453). The 
word μένος commands a sense of vehemence, for it often expresses fury, courage, or vigor. On the other 
hand, “convincing one’s φρένα(ς) involves the rational faculty, one’s ability to recognize and act upon what 




  εἰ γάρ σ᾽ αἱρήσει καὶ ἐσόψεται ὀφθαλμοῖσιν, 
  ὠμηστὴς καὶ ἄπιστος ἀνὴρ ὅ γε, οὔ σ᾽ ἐλεήσει 
  οὐδέ τί σ᾽ αἰδέσεται.”        
 
  Oh my, where have your wits gone? those wits for which, at least hitherto, 
  you were famous among both foreign men and the men you rule? 
  Why do you desire to go to the Achaeans’ ships alone, 
  up to the very eyes of the man who slew your sons, 
  many and good? Your heart is iron now. 
  For if he gets ahold of you and looks upon you with his eyes, 
  a flesh-eating savage and untrustworthy man, he will not pity you 
  nor will he respect you at all. 
 
While Hekabe reacts with an unguarded cry of desperation and distress (κώκυσεν δὲ 
γυνὴ, “and his wife cried out in anguish,” 24.200; ὤι μοι, 24.201), there is no indication 
that Hekabe is surprised that Priam should consult her. Her cry of anguish has a different 
source. She boggles at the idea that his own wisdom has so utterly left him. From the 
start, Hekabe zeroes in on the word φρένες that Priam had used in his request. Whereas 
Priam asks Hekabe to exercise her φρένες to tell him what is best, Hekabe responds with 
a question of her own: where have your own φρένες gone (24.201)? This is the font head 
of her shock because in the past, she notes, Priam had been celebrated by all for his 
wisdom. We also see that Hekabe is quick to assume her role as a good judge of φρένες 
(discernment, wisdom), for when she accuses her husband of lacking good sense she is 
claiming that her own ability to discern remains intact and that her assessment is sounder 
than his μένος and θυμός.34 To follow his μένος and θυμός would lead to disaster. 
                                                 
34 Minchin (2007: 158) claims that Hekabe does not offer advice but protests and offers a compromise. 
However, her shocked outcry and proposal for a totally different course of action (i.e. 24.201-209), to my 
mind, amount to advice; neither does it appear to me that Hekabe assumes Priam will do what he says. How 
could she know that his vision was authentic? This in fact will be her point when she confronts him a 




  Hekabe continues her critique, illustrating that Priam is not using his φρένες and 
that he should not go. She constructs a vivid image of the potential danger, describing the 
plural ships and enemy opposed to a solitary Priam, with οἶος (“alone”) placed at verse 
end (24.203) and grammatically surrounded by the Achaian ships (24.203) and Achilles 
(24.204). Gary Shiffman notes that Hekabe’s use of this word οἶος accurately interprets 
Priam’s word αὐτόν (24.198), which he had substituted for the οἶον of Iris’ original 
command (24.177).35 Shiffman’s observation shows how Hekabe carefully applies her 
reason in interpreting Priam’s speech and does so successfully. She further contrasts his 
solitary journey with their sons whom Achilles killed, though they were many (24.203-
204). It is crazy to go by yourself, she argues, and her argument is sound. Without the 
divine aid of Hermes––which Priam has failed to communicate––it would be utter 
madness to go by himself to the Achaians’ encampment. Brügger criticizes Hekabe for 
ignoring Priam’s claim that this messenger has come from Zeus.36 But this criticism itself 
ignores that Priam has come to Hekabe for advice and, as her speech indicates, she thinks 
that he has lost his mind. Thus she addresses the concrete realities of making the trip 
alongside the realities of the past. Nor is this the first time in the Iliad that a wife tries to 
prevent a husband from reckless action. Already, Andromache had tried to no avail to 
talk sense to her husband on a collision course with death.37 
 Hekabe goes on to apply her reason to the consequences of his journey. Hekabe twice 
presents Priam with a picture of Achilles’ eyes coupled with slaughter. Thus that hero’s 
                                                 
35 Shiffman (1992: 269). 
36 Brügger (2017: 87 ad 24.200-216). 




eyes come to represent all his gruesome might and danger. Hekabe puts Priam before the 
eyes of Achilles and conjures a picture of Priam’s dead sons, who perished beneath the 
gaze of those same eyes (ἀνδρὸς ἐς ὀφθλαμούς, ὅς τοι πολέας τε καὶ ἐσθλούς | υἱέας 
ἐξενάριξε; 24.204-205). Then Hekabe imagines Priam caught under the eye of Achilles 
who is now ὠμηστής, “an eater of raw flesh,” and lacks all pity and respect (ἐσόψεται 
ὀφθαλμοῖσιν, | ὠμηστὴς καὶ ἄπιστος ἀνὴρ ὅ γε, οὔ σ᾽ ἐλεήσει | οὐδέ τί σ᾽ αἰδέσεται. 
24.206-208). Achilles thus effectively becomes like the dogs and birds of the poem who 
feast on the bodies of the slain.38 Indeed, the way Hekabe illustrates it, Achilles seems to 
devour Priam with his eyes.  
  Furthermore, she implies that Priam is too old to go. Although Priam proposes not to 
fight Achilles but to beg for his son’s body, Hekabe naturally understands that Priam will 
be in physical danger among the Achaians, let alone before the fearsome Achilles. Thus, 
Hekabe takes pains to point out that the many sons Achilles slew were all valorous 
soldiers (ἐσθλούς | υἱέας, 24.204-205). How then, she suggests, can an old man past his 
physical prime hope to defend himself? This underlying question harkens back to earlier 
points in the poem where the elderly citizens of Troy sit upon the wall, too old to fight 
anymore (εἵατο δημογέροντες ἐπὶ Σκαιῆισι πύληισι, | γήραϊ δὴ πολέμοιο πεπαυμένοι, 
3.149-150), as well as Priam’s own self-description as “on the threshold of old age” (ἐπὶ 
γήραος οὐδῶι, 22.60) and grey-haired (πολιόν τε κάρη πολιόν τε γένειον, 22.74). 
Hekabe’s question also echoes back to Priam his own words, which she heard him use to 
                                                 
38 Segal (1971b: 61) observes that ὠμηστής elsewhere in the Iliad only describes devouring creatures such 




persuade Hector not to fight Achilles (ὅς μ᾽ υἱῶν πολλῶν τε καὶ ἐσθλῶν εὖνιν ἔθηκεν | 
κτείνων, “who slew and bereft me of many and skilled sons,” 22.44-45).39 If Priam could 
counsel the sturdy young Hector with these points, how much more should he attend to 
her (and his own!) words when he himself is aged? Hekabe draws these lines of thought 
together with her answer: if he gets hold of you, he will show you neither mercy nor 
respect (24.206-208). Thus Hekabe’s answer to Priam demonstrates she has taken his 
request for her judgment seriously, recalling his own words on several occasions back to 
him and constructing a sensible argument for why he should not leave the city. 
 In the next portion of her counsel, Hekabe shifts from critique to advice, proposing a 
unifying activity rather than Priam’s solitary mission to the ships. She advises that she 
and Priam act together in their grief, sitting and mourning together in the house apart 
from everyone else (νῦν δὲ κλαίωμεν ἄνευθεν | ἥμενοι ἐν μεγάρωι· 24.208-209). This 
“we” contrasts with Priam’s aloneness (οἶος) and begins a motif that ebbs back and forth 
between the pair of them as each of them imagines a situation where they can be a “we,” 
a unified pair. We shall see Priam’s shortly. Hekabe’s hope of this “we” is short lived.  
 Immediately after Hekabe proposes that they mourn Hector as “we,” she slips back 
into the singular “I” and the isolation of her own anger and grief (24.209-216). In her 
grief, Hekabe makes herself partially culpable for Hector’s fate, for his death was spun 
from the moment she bore him (ὅτε μιν τέκον αὐτή, 24.210). After she imagines her son 
                                                 
39 She also echoes the way Priam had voiced his distress that Hector should face Achilles alone (οἶος): 
Ἕκτορ, μή μοι μίμνε, φίλον τέκος, ανέρα τοῦτον | οἶος ἄνευθ᾽ ἄλλων, ἵνα μὴ τάχα πότμον ἐπίσπηις | 
Πηλείωνι δαμείς, ἐπεὶ ἦ πολὺ φέρτερός ἐστιν. (“Hector, my dear child, do not await that man | by yourself, 





filling the bellies of his enemy’s dogs (24.211-212), Hekabe’s thoughts give way to her 
singular hatred for Hector’s killer; she fantasizes a gruesome meal of Achillean liver in 
emphatic first person singulars (τοῦ ἐγὼ μέσον ἧπαρ ἔχοιμι | ἐσθέμεναι προσφῦσα· 
24.212-213). Her language transforms her into a human dog to repay Achilles’ outrages 
against her son.40 The distortions of her memory and imagination break her speech away 
from its reasonable starting arguments. It separates her from unity with Priam and 
interrupts her sensible counsel with her mad personal grief. 
 When Priam replies to Hekabe, he also weaves between “we” and “I,” and displays an 
embedded desire to communicate with his wife and move toward some unison. Priam 
makes it evident that he has listened to her from the structure of his response (24.218-
227).  
  “μή μ᾽ ἐθέλοντ᾽ ἰέναι κατερύκανε, μηδέ μοι αὐτή 
  ὄρνις ἐν μεγάροισι κακὸς πέλε᾽· οὐδέ με πείσεις. 
  εἰ μὲν γάρ τίς μ᾽ ἄλλος ἐπιχθονίων ἐκέλευεν,    220 
  ἠ᾽ οἳ μάντιές εἰσι θυοσκόοι ἠ᾽ἱερῆες, 
  ψεῦδός κεν φαῖμεν καὶ νοσφιζοίμεθα μάλλον· 
  νῦν δ᾽, αὐτὸς γὰρ ἄκουσα θεοῦ καὶ ἐσέδρακον ἄντην, 
  εἶμι, καὶ οὐχ ἅλιον ἔπος ἔσσεται. εἰ δέ μοι αἶσα 
  τεθνάμεναι παρὰ νηυσὶν Ἀχαιῶν χαλκοχιτώνων,     225 
  βούλομαι· αὐτίκα γάρ με κατακτείνειεν Ἀχιλλεύς 
  ἀγκὰς ἑλόντ᾽ἐμὸν υἱόν, ἐπὴν γόου ἐξ ἔρον εἵην.”  
 
  Do not restrain me from desiring to go, nor yourself be for me  
  a doom-laden bird within the house. You will not persuade me. 
  For if someone of earth-dwelling men were commanding me, 
  either those who are sign-seers or who are priests,  
  we would call it a lie and all the better would we turn our backs on it. 
  But now, since I myself heard the god and I beheld her face to face, 
  I am going, and my word will not be fruitless. And if it be my fate 
  to die beside the ships of the bronze-clad Achaeans, 
                                                 
40 Thus, as Segal (1971b: 61-62) argues, Hekabe takes on the “language of mutilation” and makes herself 




  I want that. For Achilles could kill me forthwith 
  clasping my son in my arms, once I let out all my desire for weeping. 
 
Priam refuses to be persuaded by Hekabe’s reasonable arguments and adjures her not to 
be a bad sign (24.218-219). Yet even now in his determined isolation, Priam attempts to 
bridge the gap by explaining that they would act together under other circumstances. 
Beginning with first person plurals, Priam states how he and Hekabe would react with 
like mind if a mortal had set the mission (φαῖμεν, νοσφιζοίμεθα, 24.222) and contrasts 
that with the reality of his encounter with the goddess in first person singulars 
(αὐτὸς…ἄκουσα, ἐσέδρακον, 24.223).41 As Hekabe did, he moves between the ideal of 
“we” and his personal experience and grief. In framing his reply this way, he also shows 
that he has paid attention to the fact that she never addressed the Olympian messenger. 
Priam insists his own witness of the messenger, finally, carries more weight with him. 
And yet, this means of communication, this exchange of their mutual ideal of unison 
shows the dynamic of their like-mindedness, what we might call ὁμοφροσύνη, even as 
the pair struggles and fails to agree on an outcome. This is the final word; he will go. 
Even so, Priam ends with another nod to Hekabe’s warning against the journey. If, as she 
portends, his fate lies among the Achaian ships, it is the fate he wishes to accept (perhaps 
marked by the strongly enjambed βούλομαι at the beginning of 24.226). Her advice has 
been noted and rejected in preference to his personal encounter and singular desire to die 
with his son in his arms (24.226-227). 
                                                 
41 There are echoes here of the language Nestor uses in Bk. 2 to express his opinion about Agamemnon’s 
dream. In that case also, the speaker expresses an ideal of unified action among the Argive leaders had the 
dream come to any other man (ὦ φίλοι, Ἀργείων ἡγήτορες ἠδὲ μέδοντες, | εἰ μέν τις τὸν ὄνειρον Ἀχαιῶν 




 As we have seen, husband and wife communicate their like-minded desire for unity 
with one another, displayed in their reciprocal style of communication and listening, 
which in turn suggests the shape it took in their relationship before. We should be struck 
by how Priam takes pains to provide reasons for not seeing eye to eye with his wife. 
Indeed, Priam’s speeches to Hekabe differ markedly from the way he speaks with 
everyone else around him––Priam consults Hekabe; he fulminates at his sons and his 
people (24.237-246, 253-264). It is worth noting that Priam never steps aside to consult 
his remaining sons as he has Hekabe, though he deferred to Paris earlier in Bk. 7 (7.365-
378). Nor does he consult his son Helenos, who is skilled at interpreting signs from the 
gods and whose interpretive advice Hector followed in Bk. 6 (6.76-118) and in Bk. 7 
when Helenos overhears the gods in deliberation (7.44-56).42 Instead, Priam curses both 
these sons first (ὃ δ᾽ υἱάσιν οἷσιν ὀμόκλα, | νεικείων Ἕλενόν τε Πάριν τ᾽, (24.248-249). 
He damns them for disgraces and cowards all (ἔρρετε, λωβητῆρες, ἐλεγχέες, 24.239). By 
the time Priam lashes out at all the Trojans gathered in his portico, Hekabe’s warning and 
its consequences seem to have sunk in. He knows that the city is soon to fall and 
reiterates his desire to die, wishing for it outright rather than positing it as his possible 
fate (24.244-246). He targets his sons with a second outburst, in which he laments the 
deaths of his three warrior sons, Mestor, Troilus, and Hector–particularly Hector–and 
rails at his living sons for their fecklessness.  
                                                 
42 Note particularly how Helenos is described at 7.44-45: τῶν δ᾽ Ἕλενος, Πριάμοιο φίλος παῖς, σύνθετο 




 Yet even here, Priam and Hekabe express a like-mindedness in their grief. Hekabe 
voiced her individual grief (she bore him) and grief for him as defender of the community 
(he stood before the men and women of Troy, 24.214-216). Priam’s outbursts mirror 
Hekabe’s brief speech. But where Hekabe was brief, Priam’s speeches here let out his 
grief and anger over a sustained period, each presenting parts of his personal grief to the 
audience: the communal and the individual. He reflects on his own place in fate and the 
effect Hector’s death has on him (ὤι μοι ἐγὼ πανάποτμος, ἐπεὶ τέκον υἷας ἀρίστους | 
Τροίηι ἐν εὐρείηι, τῶν δ᾽ οὔ τινά φημι λελεῖφθαι, 24.255-256). And since Hector’s death 
means the city has no one to keep off the Achaians, the communal ramifications of 
Priam’s grief and anger lead him to wish for his own death before he can witness the 
city’s destruction (πρὶν ἀλαπαζομένην τε πόλιν κεραϊζομένην τε | ὀφθαλμοῖσιν ἰδεῖν, 
βαίην δόμον Ἄϊδος εἴσω, 24.245-246). Hekabe and Priam share a grief that puts them 
both out of their wits; Hekabe wants to kill, Priam wants to die. They are at once isolated 
from one another and like-minded. 
 Priam’s departing scene is intimately connected with his first approach to his wife. In 
this final movement, it is Hekabe that brings them back into unity. She gives unsolicited 
advice that both acknowledges their continued disjunction and offers a way for common 
resolve. The whole passage is remarkable (24.283-298): 
  ἀγχίμολον δέ σφ᾽ ἦλθ᾽ Ἑκάβη τετιηότι θυμῶι, 
  οἶνον ἔχουσ᾽ ἐν χειρὶ μελίφρονα δεξιτερῆφι, 
  χρυσέωι ἐν δέπαϊ, ὄφρα λείψαντε κιοίτην.       285 
  στῆ δ᾽ ἵππων προπάροιθεν, ἔπος τ᾽ ἔφατ᾽ ἔκ τ᾽ ὀνόμαζεν· 
  “τῆ, σπεῖσον Διὶ πατρί, καὶ εὔχεο οἴκαδ᾽ ἱκέσθαι 
  ἂψ ἐκ δυσμενέων ἀνδρῶν, ἐπεὶ ἂρ σέ γε θυμός 
  ὀτρύνει ἐπὶ νῆας, ἐμεῖο μὲν οὐκ ἐθελούσης. 




  Ἰδαίωι, ὅς τε Τροίην κατὰ πᾶσαν ὁρᾶται, 
  αἴτει δ᾽ οἰωνόν, ταχὺν ἄγγελον, ὅς τέ οἱ αὐτῶι 
  φίλτατος οἰωνῶν καί ἑο κράτος ἐστὶ μέγιστον, 
  δεξιόν, ὄφρα μιν αὐτὸς ἐν ὀφθαλμοῖσι νοήσας 
  τῶι πίσυνος ἐπὶ νῆας ἴηις Δαναῶν ταχυπώλων.     295 
  εἰ δέ τοι οὐ δώσει ἑὸν ἄγγελον εὐρύοπα Ζεύς, 
  οὐκ ἂν ἐγώ γέ σ᾽ ἔπειτα ἐποτρύνουσα κελοίμην 
  νῆας ἔπ᾽ Ἀργείων ἰέναι, μάλα περ μεμαῶτα.” 
 
  And, vexed at heart, Hekabe came close to them 
  holding mind-sweetening wine in her right hand 
  in a golden cup, so the two might go after they poured libation. 
  And she stood in front of the horses, and called his name and spoke, 
  “Come! Pour an offering to Zeus Father, and pray you come home, 
  back from men who wish you ill, since your spirit presses  
  you to the ships, although I myself do not wish it. 
  But pray, then, to the dark-clouded son of Kronos, 
  whose seat is Ida, and who looks down over all of Troy, 
  beg for a bird, a swift messenger, which to him is 
  the most loved of birds and his power the greatest, appearing 
  on the right, so that you yourself, having marked it with your eyes 
  may go to the ships of the horse-swift Danaans, trusting it.  
  But if far-seeing Zeus does not grant his messenger to you, 
  then I, for my part, would not urge nor advise you 
  to go to the Argive ships, however eager you may be.   
 
Hekabe is unshrinking and insistent. She physically bars the way, placing herself in front 
of his horses so that Priam cannot continue until she has had another word with him 
(24.286).43 She speaks frankly, abruptly even, with Priam. Her first words are 
interjections and commands that he pour an offering and pray to Zeus, which she repeats 
twice more (24.287, 290, 292). Though some scholars take Hekabe’s words as a 
concession to Priam’s arguments, that is not quite the case.44 Bound up with these 
                                                 
43 The horses are harnessed to Priam’s chariot, his personal means of travel (24.279-280, 322-323, 325-
327), whereas mules were prepared for the wagon of ransom gifts, driven by Idaios (24.266-278, 324-325). 
44 For example, Létoublon (1987: 126), who says “Hécube cède aux arguments de Priam”; and Brügger 




commands is her acknowledgement that they are still at odds, but also evidence that they 
have listened to each other. She repeats his words back to him when she says his spirit 
(θυμός) presses him to go even though she is against it,45 and when she acknowledges 
how much his personal witness affects his decision (see αὐτός at 24.223 and 24.294).46 
Her language suggests that a like-minded agreement, of which Priam spoke in the case of 
a human messenger, may well have been what she expected from their conversation, 
since their disagreement has brought her back out to confront him. 
 Nevertheless, Hekabe does attempt to negotiate a path through their opposition by 
insisting on a ritual spondee and a very specific prayer. This will be her final word of 
counsel. She instructs Priam to ask for Zeus’ most prized bird to fly on the right, so he 
can know whether he should truly go (24.290-295).47 By demanding this sign of 
confirmation, Hecabe appeals to the singular desires of them both, for Priam wants 
personal assurance that he is on the right course (this is what he sought from her at the 
start) and Hekabe wants him to stay. She also provides an opportunity for them to unify 
whether the prayer be granted or not. This, too, shows how Hekabe has listened closely to 
her husband’s reply. Hekabe’s words concentrate on Priam as an individual witness 
(αὐτὸς…τῶι πίσυνος, 24.294-295), acknowledging what motivated his decision to go; but 
                                                 
45 Cf. 24.198. Observe also the adversative μέν with the genitive absolute at 24.289 and the line ends of 
288 and 289 that pit the couple against each other. 
46 As Brügger (2017: 115 ad 24.283-298) notes, “she models her terms for denoting his undertaking on his 
own words (198f. + 218 ≈ 288f., 298).” 
47 For Wathelet (1989: 64), Hekabe’s insistence that Priam consult the god again marks the couple as an 
example of a “united and balanced couple, where the feminine character complements a masculine 
character in a movement of tenderness that cannot remain indifferent” (couples unis et équilibrés, où le 





the prayer she proposes demands a very public sign that she herself can rely on as much 
as her husband does.48 Indeed, she implies that he may confidently put the force of his 
own φρένες behind the journey then.  
 The way Hekabe ends this second speech also invites Priam to listen to reason. Zeus 
becomes the intermediary, whose bird will determine whether he ought to follow her first 
counsel despite his own zeal. Should Zeus withhold the sign, her advice would still have 
unifying potential: without Zeus’ omen, she would urge him not to go to the Argive ships 
(οὐκ…ἐποτρύνουσα κελοίμην) even if he feels fervently that he should (24.297-298). 
There is give and take here. Hekabe grants his eagerness, though she is against his plan. 
But if he prays, and Zeus does not give a sign, Priam should move past his eagerness and 
follow her counsel.  
 In answer to Hekabe’s bold instruction, Priam concedes without objection. Though 
brief, this concession is not small or meaningless. Instead, it presents a restoration and 
resolution to conflict between these spouses. Priam affirms that her advice is good 
(24.300-301):  
  “ὦ γύναι, οὐ μέν τοι τόδ᾽ ἐφιεμένηι ἀπιθήσω·     300 
  ἐσθλὸν γὰρ Διὶ χεῖρας ἀνασχέμεν, αἴ κ᾽ ἐλεήσηι.” 
 
  “O wife, I will not disobey you when you charge me with this; 
  for it is good to lift prayerful hands to Zeus to ask if he will take pity.” 
 
Some small doubt remains with Priam and he recognizes that Hekabe’s new counsel 
allows them both to exercise their doubts and put them to the test. In other words, a 
                                                 




repeated message from the god becomes an order.49 Priam, with scant alteration, adopts 
the four lines of Hekabe’s proposal for a bird sign (24.292-295 ≈ 24.310-313).50 But he 
chooses not to pray for his own return as his wife demands (24.287-288). Instead, he 
prays that Achilles will receive him with welcome and with pity (δός μ᾽ ἐς Ἀχιλλῆος 
φίλον ἐλθεῖν ἠδ᾽ ἐλεεινόν, 24.309), qualities Hekabe had declared impossible in her 
earlier speech (ἄπιστος ἀνὴρ ὅ γε, οὔ σ᾽ ἐλεήσει | οὐδέ τί σ᾽ αἰδέσεται, 24.207-208). 
Priam was listening. Zeus also is listening, from whom Hekabe and her husband elicit an 
unequivocally positive reply.51 All the Trojans together see the bird sign Hekabe insisted 
upon and it warms their hearts (οἳ δὲ ἰδόντες | γήθησαν, καὶ πᾶσιν ἐνὶ φρεσὶ θυμὸς ἰάνθη, 
24.320-321), uniting not only Hekabe and Priam but the whole city.52  
 
 Hekabe and Priam’s dispute in Bk. 24 allows us to see the dynamics of their like-
mindedness, their ὁμοφροσύνη, in action as they seek each other out to negotiate toward 
a unified position. They communicate with one another in terms of their isolation and 
grief but also their desire for unity, a unity that is not only ideal, but seems to be an 
assumed norm. They are like-minded in pursuing it. In the larger scheme of the Iliad, 
Hekabe and Priam’s spousal conflict, and their resolution of it, draws these scenes into 
                                                 
49 Here I extend Létoublon’s (1987: 127) remarks on these Bk. 24 passages to their broader truth. 
Létoublon’s discussion of authority in messages focuses on the phenomenon of direct verse repetition. I 
think her observations may be extended to Zeus commissioning two separate messengers to convey the 
authority of his command, since Iris’ words and the appearance of a bird are the same command by 
different media. 
50 See Létoublon (1987: 124-128) for an analysis of this type of repetition. 
51 Brügger (2017: 123 ad 24.315). 
52 Even so, the fear of death remains. At the same time that the Trojans rejoice in Zeus’ sign, Priam’s loved 
ones grieve as though he were going to his death (φίλοι δ᾽ ἅμα πάντες ἕποντο | πόλλ᾽ ὀλοφυρόμενοι, ὡς εἰ 




Bk. 24’s reconciliation theme, which Priam and Achilles will take to its culmination not 
long after. Just as Hekabe and Priam’s ὁμοφροσύνη finds its equilibrium, moving them to 
their norm, so too will Achilles move away from away from the extreme and back toward 
natural human behavior.   
 
Hekabe and her Son, Hector 
 As in Bk 24, when Hekabe talks with Priam, her speech in Bk. 6 reveals a woman 
ready to assess and to offer her unsolicited advice about how her male counterpart should 
act. This time, she couples her assertiveness with the solicitous concern of a mother for 
her son. Hector, for his part, takes time to explain his reasoning and to express openly his 
own frustrations. Hekabe then responds to Hector’s instructions and, sympathetically, to 
his frustrations in the way she carries them out. 
 Before we come to Hekabe and Hector’s interaction, we should turn our attention to 
Hekabe as a figure of authority. The royal palace’s physical magnitude and its population 
suggest her authority before she ever speaks (6.243-250).53 We may also see her authority 
manifested to some extent as she leads Laodike (ἐσάγουσα) toward Hector, for she is 
attended not by a servant (such as attend Helen or Andromache), but by the loveliest of 
her daughters (6.252).54 Helenos’ instructions to Hector speak to the importance of her 
authority most clearly (6.86-87).  
                                                 
53 For the importance of this space to the theme of homilia, see Maronitis (2004: 33-34). 
54 Contra: Kirk (1990: 2:194 ad 6.251-252), who sees no purpose to Laodike’s presence. It is the norm in 
the Iliad and Odyssey that women seldom appear before men alone (Nagler, 1974: 64-97). So we see the 
same with Hekabe in this scene when she is accompanied by her daughter Laodike. But unlike so many 
other instances, Hekabe is accompanied by her daughter, not a servant. Nagler (1974: 66 fn 3, 97) has noted 




  Ἕκτορ, ἀτὰρ σὺ πόλινδε μετέρχεο, εἰπὲ δ᾽ ἔπειτα    86 
  μητέρι σῆι καὶ ἐμῆι·  
   
  But, Hector, you enter the city, and then speak 
  with your mother and mine.  
 
Rather than sending Hector to pass the message to women at the gates, rather than 
sending him directly to Theano55, Helenos tells Hector to seek out their mother. She is the 
one who must select the richest robe for the offering (6.90-92), call together the city’s 
elder women (6.87-88), open the temple doors to supplicate Athene (6.89), place the robe 
on the goddess’ lap (6.92), and pray (6.93ff). His instructions point to Hekabe’s voice of 
authority. 
 When Hector finds his mother at the royal dwellings, mother and son seem to 
approach each other simultaneously (6.242, 251).56 Hekabe’s immediate presence, 
without being called, speaks to her attentiveness, as she anticipates the reason for 
Hector’s return from battle. With a gesture of urgency, she reaches out to her son (ἔν τ᾽ 
ἄρα οἱ φῦ χειρὶ)57 and speaks first (6.254-262):  
  “τέκνον, τίπτε λιπὼν πόλεμον θρασὺν εἰλήλουθας; 
                                                 
room, Helen attends him along with a man called Megapenthes (Telemachus, too, gains honor by 
association). Following this observation, I propose that the poem adds a layer of authority/gravitas to 
Hekabe by having a daughter attend her, marking her elevated status, for it seems the daughter would 
herself have a servant if she were on her own. 
55 Athena’s priestess, the wife of Antenor, and the woman who will carry out the rite in the end (6.297-
310). Hekabe herself will only select the robe and call the elderly women together. 
56 Kirk (1990: 2:194 ad 6.251-252). 
57 We will consider the significance of physical contact as a mode of communication more fully in chapter 
3, when we turn our attention to Andromache and Hector. The formula here is relatively rare in the Iliad, 
only appearing six times: 6.253, 406; 14.232; 18.348, 423; 19.7. In the first two instances, Hekabe and 
Andromache take Hector’s hand with some urgency before they speak to him. In Bk. 14, Hera beseeches 
Sleep to do her a favor. In Bk. 18, first Charis, then Hephaistus take hold of Thetis’ hand before asking 
what has brought her so suddenly and unusually to their house. Finally, in Bk. 19, Thetis takes Achilles’ 
hand to press him to let Patroclus lie dead and to accept the new armor instead. Common to each of these 





  ἦ μάλα δὴ τείρουσι δυσώνυμοι υἷες Ἀχαιῶν      255 
  μαρνάμενοι περὶ ἄστυ, σὲ δ᾽ ἐνθάδε θυμὸς ἀνῆκεν 
  ἐλθόντ᾽ ἐξ ἄκρης πόλιος Διὶ χεῖρας ἀνασχεῖν. 
  ἀλλὰ μέν᾽, ὄφρα κέ τοι μελιηδέα οἶνον ἐνείκω,  
  ὡς σπείσηις Διὶ πατρὶ καὶ ἄλλοις ἀθανάτοισιν 
  πρῶτον, ἔπειτα δὲ καὐτὸς ὀνήσεαι, αἴ κε πίηισθα.    260 
  ἀνδρὶ δὲ κεκμηῶτι μένος μέγα οἶνος ἀέξει, 
  ὡς τύνη κέκμηκας ἀμύνων σοῖσιν ἔτηισιν.” 
 
  My child, why have you come and left the bold battle? 
  Truly, indeed, the accursed sons of the Achaians are wearing you out 
  as they fight around the city, and your spirit compelled you here 
  coming to lift your hands in prayer to Zeus from the citadel. 
  But stay, so that I can bring honey-sweet wine to you 
  for you to pour libation to Father Zeus and the rest of the gods 
  first, and then you yourself will benefit, if you drink. 
  Wine greatly increases strength for the man grown weary, 
  as you have grown weary defending your people. 
  
Kirk has noted that Hekabe describes the plight of the Trojans as a whole and less 
Hector’s personal experience, and that Helenos, not Hector’s θυμός, has sent Hector into 
the city; however, it seems more to the point to recognize that Hekabe has assessed the 
circumstances accurately.58 While surprised that Hector has left battle (τέκνον, τίπτε, 
6.254), Hekabe is already formulating reasons why he has entered the city, reasons that 
echo Helenos’ own: relief for the Trojans who are worn down by the Achaian forces 
(ἡμεῖς μὲν Δαναοῖσι μαχησόμεθ᾽ αὖθι μένοντες, | καὶ μάλα τειρόμενοί περ·, 6.84-85) 
and from Diomedes’ rampage particularly.59 Hekabe reckons that the Achaians are 
wearing them down (τείρουσι, 6.255). She understands Hector’s character well enough 
and the situation on the ground in a general way. Only for a higher purpose would her 
                                                 
58 Kirk (1990: 2:195 ad 6.255-257). 
59 Kirk (1990: 2:195 ad 6.255-257) notes the consonance with Helenos’ earlier language. Cf. also 6.73-74, 
in which we see from the narrator’s perspective that the Trojans are on the point of reentering the city 




great son come in from the fighting.60 She has deduced insightfully that Hector has come 
to petition the divine.61 Her mind is aligned with his.  
 Without pause, Hekabe counsels Hector what to do and how she will act to help him. 
As we will soon see, Hector redirects rather than denies Hekabe’s insights. At 6.258, she 
tells him to wait (ἀλλὰ μέν᾽)––setting her command in a brief and forceful position at the 
head of the line62––until she can bring him wine for an offering to Zeus (ὄφρα κέ τοι 
μελιηδέα οἶνον ἐνείκω, 6.258). Hekabe realizes–accurately–that her son has come for 
divine aid and urges a maximal search for that aid among the rest of the gods as well (ὡς 
σπείσηις Διὶ πατρὶ καὶ ἄλλοις ἀθανάτοισιν, 6.259). It also leads to her second aim: to 
fortify Hector’s strength against the exhausting effects of battle.63 While Hector must do 
his duty toward all the gods to refresh their commitment to the Trojan side, he should 
also refresh himself: ἔπειτα δὲ καὐτὸς ὀνήσεαι, αἴ κε πίηισθα (“And then even you 
yourself will benefit, if you drink,” 6.260). Charles Rowan Beye has called Hekabe’s 
offer “the typical act of the mother offering her son refreshment or nourishment after 
labor.”64 This may be so. But rather than take for granted that Hector will comply, 
                                                 
60 Graziosi and Haubold (2010: 40). 
61 And as Graziosi and Haubold (2010: 40) note, Hekabe “ultimately turns out to be right: when confronted 
with the uncertain future of his own son, Hector will indeed stop and pray” to Zeus, though he had not 
intended to do so. 
62 Graziosi and Haubold (2010: 151, ad 6.258) understand its position as significant also, though they 
identify it as Hekabe’s “central request,” that is, the desire to delay Hector. 
63 This is clearly where her mind has been the whole time. As the second line of her speech attests (6.255), 
the sons of the Achaians are accursed (δυσώνυμοι υἷες Ἀχαιῶν) because they wear out her son and the 
Trojan forces. Nappi (2015: 37-38) sees in Hekabe’s speech an intention to “assist him in his task as a 
warrior.” 
64 Beye (1974: 91). Beye echoes the sentiments of the ancient bT scholiast ad 6.260: “the mother’s 
character is on display, for they always think it fit that their children eat and drink” (μητρὸς ἦθος 




Hekabe feels the need to persuade her son. Since Hector must be worn down to have 
embarked on a special mission (ἦ μάλα δὴ τείρουσι δυσώνυμοι υἷες Ἀχαιῶν, 6.255), 
Hekabe wishes to persuade Hector that drinking to refresh himself is in line with his own 
mission and with normal human practice. She neatly sets her advice between duty and 
custom by appealing to a general truth and making his participation an unobjectionable 
act by parallel: wine increases the strength of a man worn out by labor (ἀνδρὶ δὲ 
κεκμηῶτι μένος μέγα οἶνος ἀέξει, 6.261).65 The exhausted man, she suggests, is Hector 
himself (ὡς τύνη κέκμηκας) and all the weight of his people’s defense and of Achaian 
attacks (6.255) rests continually on his shoulders (ἀμύνων σοῖσιν ἔτηισιν, 6.262). Here 
again Hekabe’s astute understanding brings her close to the truth, for Hector will 
ultimately acknowledge his own weariness.  
 Given this context, Hector’s reply is illuminating for the way he responds to Hekabe’s 
counsel with a gentle example of give and take. That the two of them are at cross 
purposes comes immediately to the fore. Yet Hector handles his response with signals of 
mutuality; he acknowledges his mother’s advice and counters her arguments with reasons 
of his own. He concentrates first on Hekabe’s desire for his wellbeing, which is the heart 
of Hekabe’s concern and persuasive efforts, before tending to the rest of her counsel 
(6.264-268): 
  μή μοι οἶνον ἄειρε μελίφρονα, πότνια μῆτερ, 
  μή μ᾽ ἀπογυιώσηις μένεος, ἀλκῆς τε λάθωμαι.     265 
  χερσὶ δ᾽ ἀνίπτηισιν Διὶ λείβειν αἴθοπα οἶνον 
  ἅζομαι· οὐδέ πήι ἐστι κελαινεφέϊ Κρονίωνι 
                                                 
65 Advice is commonly fortified by gnomes and explanations of those gnomes in Homer (Stoevesandt, 
2016: 104 ad 6.261). According to Lardinois (1997: 219), such gnome-explanation structures may make a 




  αἵματι καὶ λύθρωι πεπαλαγμένον εὐχετάασθαι. 
 
  Do not bring mind-sweetening wine to me, my lady mother, 
  lest you cripple me of my strength, and I forget my mettle. 
  With hands unwashed I shrink from pouring to Zeus bright wine  
  in libation. It is not possible to pray to the god of dark clouds, 
  the son of Kronos, when I am spattered with blood and gore. 
 
Hector refuses Hekabe’s command to stay with finality–we note the answering 
imperative μὴ ἄειρε–but gently, softening it with an honoring epithet. Yet he does not 
stop with a simple refusal to act on her advice, as one with superior authority might treat 
one who speaks out of turn.66 Instead, Hector pays respect to both Hekabe and her 
reasoned counsel by answering with rational explanations for why he will not comply.67 
With two fear clauses, he moves both the responsibility and the negative consequences of 
her advice onto her and onto himself so that they share them both. First, if he were to 
drink the wine as she advises, she would be stripping him of his strength (μ᾽ 
ἀπογθιώσηις). Hector’s phrasing of line 265 is remarkable, as he makes himself the 
verb’s direct object (“lest you cripple me”). Thus, Hector employs language that 
essentially places Hekabe on the battlefield opposite himself; she becomes the very 
enemy she execrated only moments before. Second, he claims that he too would be 
culpable for forgetting his fighting prowess if he were to drink (ἀλκῆς τε λάθωμαι, “and 
[lest] I forget my mettle”).68 Both formulations answer Hekabe’s concern for his welfare. 
                                                 
66 One thinks of Odysseus’ rough response to Thersites in the assembly of Bk. 2. 
67 In her study of women’s perspectives on war in the Iliad, Nappi (2015: 38) notes the “quite plausible 
motivations” Hector offers to his mother. 
68 Mackie (1996: 103-106) argues here at 6.265, and also at 22.83 when Hekabe offers a λαθικηδέα μαζὸν, 
that Hector rejects the possibility of forgetting and its consequence: personal oblivion; for Hector relies 
heavily on memory and learning when he speaks of his fighting prowess elsewhere. To forget his cares is to 
jeopardize his lasting κλέος (105). While Mackie finds this concern for oblivion isolating, we should note 




But he appeals to their shared sense of responsibility and reason to draw himself and his 
mother toward mutual understanding. 
 Having explained why Hekabe’s wish to fortify his wellbeing would actually lead to 
his downfall, Hector turns to another reason for refusing her advice. He reminds his 
mother that when he is covered in blood, he is in no fit state to petition a god. He draws 
particular attention to his unwashed hands by placing them in the first position of line. 
Then he draws his scope out from his dirty hands to a view his whole body, which is 
“spattered with blood and gore” (αἵματι καὶ λύθρωι πεπαλαγμένον, 6.268); it is ritually 
impossible for him to pray to Zeus in such a state. Whereas in the first two lines Hector 
shares responsibility with Hekabe for the effects of drinking wine before battle, here he 
takes sole responsibility for the offence against the god. By enjambing ἅζομαι (“I shrink 
from it”) into the next line, he makes his refusal forceful in both meaning and placement. 
The elements he uses are narrow and to the point (hands, Zeus, libation, wine) and they 
address the specifics of Hekabe’s advice (χεῖρας, 6.257; Διὶ, 6.257, 259; σπείσηις, 6.258; 
οἶνον, 6.258). Mother and son seem to be apart, but their language points toward a desire 
for harmonious union, even when their goals, on the surface, are split. 
 Of course, there is no real need for Hector to voice these lines of specific refusal 
(6.265-268). He might have effectively moved from rejecting the wine to the instructions 
Helenos asked him to convey to Hekabe (beginning at 6.269). Yet Hector does speak 
them; in them we are granted some insight into the nature of his relationship with 
Hekabe. He responds to each of her counsels with counterarguments: he would share with 




Olympian ire. To what does this tend? Hekabe and Hector enjoy a kind of openness with 
one another. Mother counsels son and he engages her counsels with his reason, answering 
her with an expression of mutual attention and respect. 
 After he has conveyed his core mission, Hector’s openness with Hekabe reappears. 
He voices his plan to seek out Paris and discloses what he thinks of the wretched loafer. 
Hector transmits Helenos’ message in the eleven lines between the opening and closing 
sections of his speech (6.269-279).69 Yet Hector keeps speaking, volunteering his own 
plan and thoughts (6.280-285).70  
  ἔρχε᾽, ἐγὼ δὲ Πάριν μετελεύσομαι, ὄφρα καλέσσω,   280 
  αἴ κ᾽ ἐθέλησ᾽ εἰπόντος ἀκουέμεν. ὥς κέ οἱ αὖθι 
  γαῖα χάνοι· μέγα γάρ μιν Ὀλύμπιος ἔτρεφε πῆμα 
  Τρωσί τε καὶ Πριάμωι μεγαλήτορι τοῖό τε παισίν. 
  εἰ κεῖνόν γε ἴδοιμι κατελθόντ᾽ Ἄϊδος εἴσω, 
  φαίην κεν φίλον ἦτορ ὀϊζύος ἐκλελαθέσθαι.      285 
   
  Go, and I will go seek out Paris to summon him, 
  if he wishes to listen when I speak. I wish the earth would open 
  and swallow him at once. For the Olympian reared him 
  to be a great bane for the Trojans, greathearted Priam, and his children. 
  If I should see him go down to the house of Hades, 
  I would say that my heart had forgotten its sorrow. 
 
It is yet another element that goes beyond what is strictly necessary for the completion of 
Hector’s mission. He tells Hekabe that he will seek out Paris, but adds the frustrated 
addendum, “if he wishes to listen when I speak” (281). It is a revealing remark. Hector 
seems to imply that he values a person who listens. It is a quality that he himself has just 
                                                 
69 It is marked by some revisions from Helenos’ original, but maintains most of the basic elements of the 
original, excepting what Helenos says at 6.89: οἴξασα κληῗδι θύρας ἱεροῖο δόμοιο “having opened the doors 
of the holy house with a key.” Hector does not tell Hekabe to open anything. 




demonstrated with care at the beginning of this very speech to Hekabe.71 He listened to 
her, as he will listen to Helen and to Andromache in turn. Hector vents his frustration 
about Paris still further, openly wishing that his brother would drop dead (6.281-282). His 
sudden burst of passion breaks from the measured first portion of his speech, but it too 
reveals an important facet in his interaction with Hekabe. Not only does he speak to her 
on an equal footing, addressing each of her concerns with a justifiable counterpoint, but 
he is remarkably open with her beyond the topic of their previous conversation.72 His 
shift in tone from gentleness to anger has drawn attention from scholars before.73 But 
earlier, Hekabe had been open in communicating her disgust with the Achaians and 
concern for Hector; now Hector openly communicates his aggravation with Paris. 
Hector’s tone may have changed, but it does not lack consistency with the way Hekabe 
and Hector have been communicating; rather, it demonstrates how their conversation 
corresponds and highlights how Hector and Hekabe communicate. His outburst hearkens 
back to Hekabe’s distress at all that bears down on Hector’s shoulders: the wear of 
fighting the Achaians (τείρουσι δυσώνυμοι υἷες Ἀχαιῶν, 6.255) and the defense of his 
kith and kin (ὡς τύνη κέκμηκας ἀμύνων σοῖσιν ἔτηισιν, 6.262). Now Hector actually 
                                                 
71 Pace Mackie (1996: 27, 31-33), who argues that Hector does not listen to those who give him advice. 
We should carefully distinguish between listening and following specific advice. 
72 Edwards (1987b: 207) notes Hector’s openness here, which he believes only explicable because Hector 
and Paris share Hekabe as a mother. It is, indeed, a remarkable moment. Graziosi and Haubold (2010: 155 
ad 280-285) note that Hector’s words seem to conflict with ancient expectations of absolute loyalty 
between brothers of the same mother. 
73 There is a shift in tone here at the end of Hector’s speech. Kirk (1990: 2:197 ad 6.280-283) has noted 
that the disrupted rhythm and syntax of these lines shows Hector’s “rising agitation.” In addition to Leaf’s 
(1900: ad 6.285) discussion of the problematic reading of 6.285, he notes that “The whole end of the 
speech, from 281, has something strange about it in sentiment as well as expression.” Kirk (1990: 2:198 ad 
6.284-285) chalks this strangeness up to Homer’s ability “to make extreme passion distort language.” 
Graziosi and Haubold (2010: 40) note the “vitriolic” quality of the shift and that it is the only time we see 




affirms her assertions, to some degree, but does so by situating the true source of his 
weariness in Paris (6.285). In this way, the poem sketches out how mother and son relate 
their thoughts to one another: Hekabe is unashamed to give her great son counsel about 
how to entreat the gods and fortify himself; Hector speaks candidly in return (gentle at 
first, harshly about Paris). 
 One further place suggests the effects of this harmonious relationship between mother 
and son: that is when Hekabe carries out Hector’s instructions. Hekabe does not reply 
aloud but goes into motion, accomplishing the task in harmony with Hector’s mission and 
his frustrations. Hekabe delegates assembling the women to her handmaids while she 
fetches the πέπλος for Athene (6.286-287). Hector (and Helenos) instructed her to pick 
out whichever garment was loveliest, largest, and dearest to her (τοι πολὺ φίλτατος αὐτῆι, 
6.271-272). Here the poem reveals how Hekabe interprets these qualities by unfolding the 
history and characteristics of the πέπλος she chooses. She picks out one that is exotic and 
expensively dyed, beautiful for its embroidery (ὃς κάλλιστος ἔην ποικίλμασιν, 6.294), its 
gleam (ἀστὴρ δ᾽ ὣς ἀπέλαμπεν, 6.295), and for its exceptional quality (ἔκειτο δὲ νείατος 
ἄλλων, 6.295).74 
  ἔνθ᾽ ἔσάν οἱ πέπλοι παμποίκιλοι, ἔργα γυναικῶν 
  Σιδονιῶν, τὰς αὐτὸς Ἀλέξανδρος θεοειδής      290 
  ἤγαγε Σιδονίηθεν, ἐπιπλοὺς εὐρέα πόντον 
  τὴν ὁδόν, ἣν Ἑλένην περ ἀνήγαγεν εὐπατέρειαν. 
 
  There were robes of intricate design, the work of Sidonian 
  women, whom godlike Paris himself brought  
  from Sidon, when he sailed over the wide sea,  
                                                 
74 Kirk (1990: 2:199 ad 6.294-295) notes that the use of the term νείατος has a double meaning. The robe is 
on the bottom (νείατος) because it is the most valuable; it is also νείατος “at the extreme” and so “a poetical 




  the voyage on which he brought in Helen, divinely sired.  
                  (6.289-292) 
 
The narrative here invites the audience to understand Hekabe’s reasons for choosing that 
robe in particular. These were the garments made by women Paris brought back from the 
same journey that conveyed Helen to Troy (6.290-292).75 We note here the intensifying 
περ (6.292) that puts weight on the connection between Hekabe’s choice of robe and 
Helen, Paris’ wife, the instigation of the war. When Hekabe chooses this robe, whose 
history is so entangled in the beginning of the Trojans’ dire circumstances, she perhaps 
responds to what Hector has said: his desire to see Paris take his last journey (6.284-285). 
The robe serves as a quasi-analog for Paris and Helen and their journey: all are marked 
for their beauty; the robe’s weavers and Helen are foreigners brought Troy on the same 
voyage; and Helen has a divine descent, while the robe has a heavenly light (starry). In 
light of the way mother and son have shared unifying language and a desire for mutual 
understanding, Hekabe’s choice may well be an expression of unity with Hector’s open 
frustration. She selects the garment that represents both a personal sacrifice (her favorite 
and most valuable) and, through the robe’s sympathetic link, a sacrifice of her son Paris 
and his choice of bride.76  
 
                                                 
75 The connection of Hekabe’s chosen garment to Paris and Helen is noted especially by Graziosi and 
Haubold (2010: 161-162 ad 6.292-295). Stoevesandt (2016: 114 ad 6.295) points out that “Hekabe does not 
pick the first item she encounters”; rather, she seeks it out with purpose. 
76 This moment perhaps has some distant resonance with the tradition in which Hekabe attempts to kill 




Disruption: Mother, Father, and Son at the Wall 
 This harmony between mother and son in Bk. 6 makes itself all the more apparent in 
light of its disruption in their next meeting. In Bk. 22, Hector finds himself isolated 
before the gates of Troy, awaiting Achilles. His mother and father beg their son to come 
inside the protection of the city wall. But all their begging does nothing to move Hector 
to engage them in unifying conversation, the give and take that we have seen Hekabe and 
Priam participate in and that Hector has carried on with his mother. Priam appeals to 
Hector at great length (22.38-76): recounting Achilles’ heroic might and connection to 
the gods; reminding Hector of the deaths of his brothers; adjuring him to think of the 
fates of the Trojan men and women, and the particularly heinous fate of his old father 
should the city fall.77 Hekabe’s speech, however, comprises fewer than ten lines.78 In that 
space, she addresses him three times with language that recalls their close connection 
(τέκνον ἐμόν, 22.82; φίλε τέκνον, 22.84; φίλον θάλος, ὃν τέκον αὐτή, 22.87), 
emphasizing and reemphasizing their bond. With the shocking exposure of her breasts, 
Hekabe calls on him to respect their intimacy and take pity on her (22.82-83).79 Monsacré 
rightly argues that the physical closeness of mother and son underpins Hekabe’s 
                                                 
77 Priam’s vain speech is particularly poignant since Hector and Priam never converse with each other in 
the course of the Iliad. 
78 See Nappi (2015: 41-43) for her discussion of the rhetorical strategies Hekabe uses to persuade Hector to 
come inside the wall. 
79 See Schein (1984: 177-179) for a discussion of how the concept of respect (aidōs) creates an impossible 
choice for Hector in Bk. 22. For Scully (1990: 66), Hekabe ultimately undermines her purposes; by 
showing her breast, she “subverts the virility she hopes to utilize.” And Murnaghan (1992: 250) argues that 
Hekabe’s breast “implicitly signal[s] that death is a foregone conclusion” and a hero must respond to such a 
symbol with “defiance.” I wish merely to emphasize Hekabe’s appeal to the like-minded connection mother 




conversations with Hector.80 But Hekabe also appeals in this moment to his respect for 
his intimates, not only for herself as his mother, but for Andromache, his wife (22.86-
89).81 As Kakridis has observed, Hekabe’s appeal is meant to remind the audience of 
those earlier Bk. 6 scenes.82 By Bk. 22, the Iliad has already shown how like-mindedness 
describes a spectrum of male-female relationships, among which Hector has most 
distinctively enjoyed this quality with his mother, his sister-in-law, and his wife. 
Hekabe’s appeal hopes for some reciprocity, a showing of ὁμοφροσύνη, which the 
audience has seen Hector give in previous situations. But Hector does not respond as he 
had done on so many occasions before (22.90-92). He is resolute, and in that resolution 
he remains silent toward his parents, speaking only to his own θυμός in inward debate. At 
these last moments of Hector’s life, Hekabe’s heartrending attempts for like-minded 
resolution with her son are stillborn. 
 
Conclusion 
 This chapter has shown how Hekabe’s relationships with two men, her husband 
Priam and her son Hector, are marked by what we may call ὁμοφροσύνη. While each 
                                                 
80 “C’est donc bien la proximité initiale de la mère et de l’enfant qui sous-tend les entrevues que certains 
héros ont avec leur mère” (Monsacré, 1984: 89). Monsacré sees Hekabe’s two physical gestures to Hector 
(hand-clasping, breast exposure) as an extension of their fundamental physical intimacy (89-90). 
81 Taplin (1992: 233) remarks that Hekabe appeals with women’s two war-duties: “the rearing of babies 
and the tending of the dead.” While this is factually true, I wish to suggest that Hekabe is relying on an 
assumption about the value of these two women’s relationships with Hector, an assumption that underpins 
why she thinks her appeal will work on him. To put it another way, since many women are, in fact, 
involved in Hector’s funeral of Bk 24, why does she not include all his sisters or the other women of Troy, 
or indeed his own son’s future as an orphan with a widowed mother? 
82 Kakridis (1956: 26). Whereas Kakridis sees this as her comment’s sole purpose, I think this moment in 




relationship has a different quality, they both show like-mindedness in action and an 
expectation of it between the parties. Hekabe and Priam’s dispute in Bk. 24 allows us to 
see the dynamics of their ὁμοφροσύνη in action as they seek each other out to negotiate 
toward a unified position. They communicate with one another in terms of their isolation 
and grief but also their desire for unity, a unity that is not only ideal, but seems to be an 
assumed norm. They are like-minded in pursuing it. And taking a larger view, Hekabe 
and Priam’s spousal conflict offers in a minor key the kind of conflict and resolution that 
will play out shortly between Priam and Achilles in a major key.  
 Hekabe’s relationship with Hector also demonstrates a mixture of persuasion, 
listening, and negotiation toward some form of unity. As with the scene between Hekabe 
and Priam in Bk. 24, the scene between Hekabe and Hector in Bk. 6 begins with division, 
mother and son at cross purposes. Yet while the division is not as great as it is between 
husband and wife, mother and son come to a kind of like-minded understanding. With 
care and reason, Hector addresses why Hekabe’s specific remedies will not do and 
redirects her toward more useful ends. He does, however, ultimately confirm the core 
truth of her assessments: he is weary and the Trojans need divine intercession. Mother 
and son also openly express their distress and anger to one another about the war, and for 
her part, Hekabe seems to respond to Hector’s corrections and frustrations in her choice 
of offering for Athene. While Hekabe and Hector’s example may not constitute as strong 
an example of ὁμοφροσύνη as that in Bk. 24, it must nonetheless be recognized for the 




 Like-mindedness between men and women, however, is not guaranteed permanence 
in the Homeric poems, and in Bk. 22, Hekabe’s ὁμοφροσύνη with Hector––as it did 
briefly with Priam––suffers a breach. This potential for disruption in like-mindedness 
leads us next to consider Helen, whose relationship with Paris presents a robustly 
negative exemplum for this concept of ὁμοφροσύνη even as she exhibits relationships 





Chapter 2: Helen 
 
 Scholars are naturally drawn to Helen. Larger-than-life, she straddles the Homeric 
epics like the Colossus, the gate of entry and departure for the war at Troy. Accordingly, 
this ineluctable figure has been inspected extensively and from numerous angles. Some 
scholars have seized on this sense of grandness, and her divine parentage, to study her 
associations with the divine and immortality, or as a possible former goddess herself.83 
Elsewhere, Helen has garnered attention as an artist or as a crafter of a type of poetry, a 
view suggested in the scholia to Il. Bk. 3.84 Others have investigated her as a unique 
victim, a passive female object amid masculine war, one who is paradoxically both 
faultless and responsible for the conflict.85 More recently, scholars have taken a different 
tack. Several have argued that Helen is ennobled and empowered by imposing blame for 
the war on herself.86 She has been pegged as a flirtatious manipulator or seducer of the 
                                                 
83 A brief set of examples includes: Clader (1976: 11-15); Austin (1994: 10-12), who views Helen as a 
goddess and a woman at once; Martin (2003: 122), who calls Helen “a singular being, a divinity, outside 
epic, and a multiform of the Indo-European dawn goddess”; Blondell (2013: 54-55), who notes Helen and 
Achilles’ “special ties to divinity” in that both are children of gods, beautiful, dreadful, and absorbed with 
the thought of their reputations. For a view dissenting from the idea that Helen was a goddess before she 
became a mortal heroine, see Edmunds (2007: 1-45) and his extensive bibliography. 
84 bT scholiast ad Il. 3.126-127: ἀξιόχρεων ἀρχέτυπον ἀνέπλασεν ὁ ποιητὴς τῆς ἰδίας ποιήσεως. ἴσως δὲ 
τούτῳ δὲ τοῖς ὁρῶσιν ἐπειρᾶτο δεικνύναι τὴν Τρώων βίαν καὶ τὴν Ἑλλήνων δικαίαν ἰσχύν (Erbse, 1969-
1988). For Helen as a bard-like poet figure: Clader (1976: 6-11); Suzuki (1989: 40-41); Easterling (1991: 
147-149); Jenkins (1999: 220 n33); Pantelia (1993: 495; and 2002: 25-26); and Montanari (2010: 184-186). 
Elmer (2005: passim, but especially 23-26) leads the scholarly conversation away from Helen as epic poet, 
arguing she is more of an epigrammatic poet in her conversation with Priam in Bk. 3. For Helen as artist: 
Kennedy (1986: 5-13).  
85 Collins (1988: 41-67) sees Helen as both the victim of Aphrodite and underwriter of the Iliad’s warrior 
culture. For a discussion of Helen as a passive and ambiguous figure, see Suzuki (1989: 6, 18-56). Suzuki 
understands Helen as a duality whose femininity sets her properly in the realm of domestic peace, but 
whose status as scapegoat makes her a symbol of war and death. See also: Farron (1979: 16-17); Loraux 
(1995: 194-198); and Blondell (2010: 1-32). On the commodification of women in Homeric epic, see 
Lyons (2012: 53-64, on Helen: 55-56). 
86 Among whom: Graver (1995: 41-59, esp. 53-59); Maronitis (2004: 117-129), who argues the poem 




men she encounters, either as the necessary consequence of her close relationship to 
Aphrodite, or as a woman attentive to her sexual power and her need for a stable position 
in Troy.87 Often scholars have noted the likeness between Helen and Briseis, both for 
their parallels as war prizes/gifts and for the message of their laments.88 And, as with all 
the women of the Iliad, research has often focused on Helen’s voice of lament and her 
contribution to that feminine genre.89 
 Except for the broader explorations of lament, most of these scholarly trends have 
concentrated on Helen qua Helen to understand more fully the ways in which the poem 
makes her exceptional. Helen is inarguably unique. In this study, however, I wish to bring 
Helen down from her well-earned pedestal and consider her at the level of other women 
for a quality they all share. She, like the other women of the Iliad, has a capacity and 
desire for ὁμοφροσύνη with men. Even so, some of her distinctiveness peeks through, for 
she also demonstrates what a relationship utterly bereft of like-mindedness looks like. 
                                                 
28; and 2013: 64, 68-72), who argues that Helen and the poem are in sync regarding their view of the 
blame she bears and her role in the Iliad. 
87 Ryan (1965: 116) says of Helen in Bk. 6, for example, “she can be rated nothing but a flirt and 
professional charmer”; Arthur (1981: 31-32); Murnaghan (1999: 208); Worman (2001: 27-29) calls her a 
kind of Siren; Perkell (2008: 105); Blondell (2010: 27; and 2013: 72). Contra: Roisman (2006: 27-28), who 
argues that Helen only plays the manipulator with Priam and the other men, but with Hector she shows her 
genuine feelings. 
88 For the similarities of their laments, see: Reinhardt (1961: 421); Edwards (1991: 5:270 ad 19.300); 
Taplin (1992: 212-218). For their parallel as war prizes, see: Reckford (1964: 10-11); Erbse (1983: 1-15); 
Suzuki (1989: 21-43, particularly 21-29); see also Lyons (2003: 99-100). For a discussion of both parallel 
elements, see Murnaghan (1999: 208); Dué (2002: 14-16, 37-44); and Tsagalis (2005: 162-164), who 
comments that these women “share a structural relationship of key importance for the entire epic.” 
89 Monsacré (1984: 158-166); Suzuki (1989: 54-56) argues that Helen’s lament for Hector parallels the 
poet’s elegy for Troy; Martin (1989: 87-88; and 2003: 119-128) calls Helen a fitting final lamenter of 
Hector and notes the language of lament in her speech to Priam in Bk. 3, thus placing her in the “context of 
lamentation” early in the poem; Foley (1991: 168-174); Holst-Warhaft (1992: 108-114); Ebbot (1999: 10-
11); Murnaghan (1999: 209), notes that the similar themes in Helen’s conversation with, and lament for, 
Hector can be found in the other women’s laments; Alexiou (2002: 11-13) includes Helen’s lament for 
Hector among the góos genre kinswomen deliver for the dead; Tsagalis (2004: 99-102, 161-165) discusses 




Indeed, Helen presents us with a set of interactions that display the male-female dynamic 
in the Iliad with great complexity. She engages with her husband Paris and her brother-
in-law Hector (and father-in-law Priam) to different effect. As Roisman rightly observes, 
the audience of the Iliad is invited to compare Helen’s attitude and conduct toward these 
three men.90 I would like first to approach Helen’s relationship with her husband Paris, 
since they appear together on two occasions, in Bks. 3 and 6, and because their 
relationship is so negative, distinct from the dynamics of other male-female pairs in the 
poem. From there, we will explore Helen’s like-minded relationship with Hector and how 
it throws more starkly into relief the absence of harmony with Paris. 
 
 Above all the Iliad’s mortal male-female relationships, Helen and Paris’ stands out 
for its dysfunctional communication. Theirs, like others, suffers from distance and 
discord. The chill between Helen and Paris has not gone unnoticed. Roisman notes how 
Helen distances herself from Paris in her speech, but does so with a view to how Helen 
defines herself as she progresses through the poem.91 But the distance between them 
stems not simply from Helen, but also from Paris. If we understand that their emotional 
and intellectual isolation from one another comes from them both and not simply from 
Helen’s unique character or perspective, such a mutual distance casts a sharp contrast 
between their relationship and others’ in the poem. For among other male-female pairs, 
both parties make efforts to listen and communicate in order to move toward mutual 
                                                 
90 Roisman (2006: 28). 




understanding and agreement, even if such agreement and understanding never fully 
manifest. Conversely, Helen and Paris remain contentious, both intellectually and 
emotionally split. Indeed, their persistent division reveals a great irony since alone among 
the mortals of the Iliad their sexual union is brought into sharp focus.92 That moment of 
union casts only a distorted shadow of the ideal union in ὁμοφροσύνη, for in their 
interactions the couple never assume a mantle of like-mindedness nor a desire for it. Thus 
they form a kind of anti-type for whom a functioning ὁμοφροσύνη does not exist.  
 
Non-existent Ὁμοφροσύνη: Helen and Paris in Bk. 3 
 To understand Helen and Paris’ interaction at the end Bk. 3, it is worth pausing to 
consider how each character is introduced in this book and how the poem disposes them 
in terms of male-female relationships. We gain insight into Helen and Paris’ relationship 
before we ever see them together. When Hector excoriates Paris for backing away from 
Menelaos on the battlefield, he calls him a “woman-crazy seducer” (γυναιμανὲς 
ἠπεροπευτά) among other epithets (3.39); Paris takes the criticism in stride but defends 
Aphrodite’s gift to him, saying “the glorious gifts of the gods are not to be thrown away” 
(3.59-75). In this brief span, the poem presents a damning picture of Paris’ relationship 
                                                 
92 The only other couple in this position are Hera and Zeus (14.292-353), who have a similarly contentious 
marriage. In this divine bedding scene, Zeus coaxes Hera to bed with language comparable to Paris’ 
seductive formula, though he employs remarkably less tact. Other sexual relationships are mentioned in 
passing throughout the poem in terms of “lying beside.” The account of a hero’s ancestry may note who 
slept with whom–Boreas and Erichthoneus’ mares are described in this fashion also (20.222-225). At the 
end of Bk. 9, Achilles sleeps beside Diomede, one of his prize women, and Patroclus beside Iphis, a gift 
from Achilles (9.663-668). And Achilles sleeps beside Briseis the last time we see him in Bk. 24 (24.675-
676). In these latter cases, sex is neither explicit nor a focus of the passage, while seduction is the focus in 




with Helen: Paris considers Helen a glorious gift from Aphrodite, but despite its divine 
seriousness the gift fails to inspire him to defend her with his person. Instead, he must be 
pressed to do so under Hector’s scathing rebuke––note particularly Paris’ words, “if you 
want me to fight and do battle…” at 3.67 [emphasis mine]: νῦν αὖτ᾽ εἴ μ᾽ ἐθέλεις 
πολεμίζειν ἠδὲ μάχεσθαι. There is a certain lightness of regard exposed in Paris here that 
will resurface during his interviews with Helen.93 Thus from the margins of Bk. 3 the 
poem sets Paris’ relationship to Helen on a poor foundation.  
 Likewise, the poem reveals Helen’s thoughts about Paris just prior to their first scene 
together. Though Aphrodite entices Helen to join Paris in their bedroom by describing 
Paris’ beauty and likening him to a fresh dancer (3.390-394), Helen reviles the idea of 
sleeping with Paris and flatly refuses to go (3.410-412): 
  κεῖσε δ᾽ ἐγὼν οὐκ εἶμι––νεμεσσητὸν δε κεν εἴη––    410 
  κείνου πορσανέουσα λέχος. Τρωιαὶ δὲ μ᾽ ὀπίσσω 
  πᾶσαι μωμήσονται· ἔχω δ᾽ ἄχε᾽ ἄκριτα θυμῶι. 
 
  But I will not go there––it would be shameful–– 
  to share that man’s bed. Afterwards, the women of Troy all 
  would reproach me. And I have endless sorrows in my heart now. 
 
Helen, unlike her husband, has a sense of her place among other people in the city and 
her own responsibility before them. Her relationship to Paris shames her (νεμεσσητὸν) 
and causes other women in Troy to censure her (μωμήσονται).94 To go to him now would 
                                                 
93 This lightness of regard extends to Paris’ failure to understand his position in the eyes of his own people 
or what he looks like to the Achaians, as Hector points out. Paris makes the Trojans look cowardly for not 
having killed him and he makes them look weak because his beauty and his bravery do not match, as they 
ought (3.43-45, 56-57). 
94 That these terms characterize her relationship with Paris in general and not simply the present 
circumstance finds support in her funeral dirge for Hector. Helen describes how Hector would step in to 




bring on another round of internal and external shame. Thus before we see this husband 
and wife physically present with each other, the poet affords us a sense of Helen’s 
distance and distaste for her husband as well as Paris’ feebleness and tendency to avoid 
confrontation. It is important to note this preparation because this discord is unique to 
Helen’s relationship with Paris and because it points to a conspicuous failure in their 
relationship. Helen does not foster distance from or distaste for either Priam or Hector, as 
we will see, but rather fosters a degree of mutuality with them that has more in common 
with their relationships with Hekabe and Andromache. 
 Iliad Bk. 3 does not frame male-female relationships in a negative light per se. After 
Paris’ brief comments about Helen-qua-divine-gift near the beginning, the poem shows 
that Helen, at least, can and does function well in male-female relationships. When Helen 
herself first comes into the action of the poem, the Iliad portrays her male-female 
relations positively. Her interactions with Priam (and Antenor) at the wall are solicitous 
and affectionate. Indeed, father-in-law and daughter-in-law display a kind of mutuality 
toward one another that has led Ruby Blondell to comment that Helen appears “properly 
incorporated into the Trojan royal family.”95 Priam calls Helen over to his enclave of 
elderly advisors to characterize members of the Achaian army. They exchange 
affectionate epithets; Priam calls her his “dear child” twice (φίλον τέκος, 3.162, 192) and 
Helen calls him her “dear father-in-law,” saying she holds him in respect and awe 
                                                 
(πεφρίκασιν) (24.768-775). Her description includes brothers-in-law, both types of sister-in-law, and her 
mother-in-law, suggesting these incidents occurred with some frequency. 




(αἰδοῖός τέ μοί ἐσσι, φίλε ἑκυρέ, δεινός τε, 3.172).96 Priam publically asserts that he does 
not hold her at fault for the war and lays the blame with the gods (3.164). Helen 
excoriates herself for her part in the war and reveals her own deep grief for what has 
happened (τὸ καὶ κλαίουσα τέτηκα, 3.176).97 Even so, this moment does not exist within 
an entirely positive environment. Though Antenor later speaks to Helen politely, the 
elders on the wall murmur their rejection of her as she arrives (3.154-160). And yet, the 
contrast here brings out the closeness Priam and Helen enjoy. 
 Roisman has argued that Helen’s assertions of awe and respect, as well as her self-
effacement, are an attempt to maneuver Priam into providing her future protection.98 For 
Roisman, this does not mean Helen’s words are insincere, but they necessarily create a 
degree of distance between the foreign woman and the king.99 Yet Helen and Priam’s 
exchange displays concerted consideration for the other, a mutual display of affection and 
respect in the midst of the war’s terrors; it indicates rather that each is alive to the pain 
which the present situation brings the other. Indeed, in her lament for Hector in Bk. 24, 
Helen singles out Priam for his continuous fatherly kindliness (ἑκυρὸς δὲ πατὴρ ὣς ἤπιος 
                                                 
96 In her larger study of characterization and the social ordering among characters, Collins (1988: 55) 
argues that Helen “underlin[es] the φιλότης between herself and Priam (φίλε ἑκυρέ)––a φιλότης which she 
will again affirm pointedly in Ω––and [demonstrates] her submission to its values with αἰδοῖος.” 
97 Kakridis (1971: 39) characterizes this exchange well: “Priam and Helen face each other and 
talk:…Priam, who by virtue of his high position, has to bear, besides the grief of the loss of so many sons 
of his own, also the grief and burden of the loss of so many of his subjects, and the strange woman who is 
the cause  of this terrible disaster; the man with all the experience and the kind grace of his white-haired old 
age, and the admirably beautiful young woman with her deep remorse.” 
98 Roisman (2006: 11-14). This seems a rather strange idea. Roisman never articulates just what Helen 
needs protection from. The only danger leveled at Helen in the poem comes from Aphrodite’s threat to hate 
and destroy her (3.414-417). It seems unlikely that Priam, or Hector for that matter, could keep the goddess 
from succeeding. 




αἰεί, 24.770) in contrast to the foul treatment she received from other members of 
Hector’s family (24.768-772). Thus the poem seems to make an effort not to portray all 
male-female relationships with Helen as poisoned, contaminated by the woman Achilles 
will call “chill-giving Helen” (19.325). Instead we are asked to consider her relationships 
with men in their complexity, and not of a piece. 
 
Helen and Paris’ non-verbal distance in Bk. 3 
 Though other male and female pairs labor to connect, Helen and Paris utterly fail to 
reach out to the other. They show no desire for a meeting of minds. This persistent 
distance becomes evident even before the pair begin to speak to each other and lasts 
through their conversations in Bks. 3 and 6.  
 In Bk. 3, tactile and visual communication are markedly absent between Helen and 
Paris despite their physical proximity and eventual sexual intimacy. As Helen enters their 
bedroom, Paris is already there and seated on their bed (ἐν θαλάμωι καὶ δινωτοῖσι 
λέχεσσιν, 3.391). Aphrodite, who has cowed Helen into attending to Paris (3.414-420), 
draws up a stool for Helen and compels her to sit opposite her husband and their shared 
bed (ἀντί᾽ Ἀλεξάνδροιο…| ἔνθα καθῖζ᾽ Ἑλένη… 3. 425-426).100 Helen has no choice; she 
must follow the goddess.101 But Helen inclines her eyes away from Paris, withholding 
eye contact even at the moment she begins to speak (ὄσσε πάλιν κλίνασα, πόσιν δ᾽ 
                                                 
100 Taplin (1992: 100-101) sees Aphrodite’s gesture as a mark of her intimacy with Helen. 




ἠνίπαπε μύθωι, 3.427).102 As we will see in the next chapter in the case of Andromache, 
eye contact between a husband and wife can be a powerful communicative tool.103 But in 
Bk. 3, Helen maintains her visual distance by actively avoiding such an avenue of 
connection. She has closed herself off from Paris.104 
 About Paris’ body language the poet tells us nothing beyond what we learned earlier 
from Aphrodite (3.390-394). He makes no move to touch her and we are not told 
explicitly where Paris directs his gaze, though his erotic desire likely arises from the sight 
of his wife. After all, the elders of Troy had marked her face as “terribly like the undying 
goddesses’” (3.158). Paris, however, does not speak in any visual terms when he 
addresses her.105 Rather, he talks about the effects of desire on him (μ᾽ ὧδέ γ᾽ ἔρως 
φρένας ἀμφεκάλυψεν, 3.442; με γλυκὺς ἵμερος αἱρεῖ, 3.446) and reminisces about their 
past (3.443-445). After he finishes his speech, Paris leads the way to the bed and Helen 
follows along with him (ἦ ῥα, καὶ ἄρχε λέχοσδε κιών· ἅμα δ᾽ εἵπετ᾽ ἄκοιτις, 3.447). Their 
lack of physical contact in this moment, even at the threshold of their love-making, is 
notable. Paris does not reach out a hand for Helen, as Hector will with Andromache at 
                                                 
102 Kirk (1985: 1:327) notes how unique this moment is to the poem and takes the position that Helen 
avoids Paris’ eyes not as a way to resist Aphrodite, but as an expression of “her own indirectness and 
probable confusion.” But Krieter-Spiro (2015: 156) must be right for attributing it to Helen’s contempt for 
Paris and desire to avoid his charm. That is, she creates visual distance from two concrete motives rather 
than as an expression of an inability to understand herself. See also: Roisman (2006: 20), who views 
Helen’s eye-aversion as an expression of independence. 
103 See discussion in Chapter 3, pp. 100-102. 
104 Minchin (2010: 391) goes so far as to suggest that the lack of eye contact signals that Helen considers 
her relationship with Paris at an end. 
105 Clader (1976: 12) argues that the elders’ description has less to do with any concrete quality Helen has 
and more to do with how her looks affect them. Nevertheless, their comments do, at least, make reference 




6.485, or as we saw Hekabe do with her son Hector (6. 253).106 Here the poet lays the 
couple down together, emphasizing their physical union with duals (“they two then were 
laid on the perforated bed,” τὼ μὲν ἄρ᾽ ἐν τρητοῖσι κατηύνασθεν λεχέεσσιν, 3.448). 
Helen and Paris’ lopsided visual contact and lack of physical interaction frames their 
conversation in such a way that this brief period of physical intimacy actually amplifies 
the distance and discord between them; it emphasizes their lack of harmony and how out 
of sync they are with one another in every way except the erotic. 
 
Helen and Paris’ verbal distance in Bk. 3 
 While Helen and Paris show a strained physical communication, their verbal 
communication lays bare their discord. Instead of speaking to each other, they speak at 
one another and never come close to a shared understanding. Instead, their 
communication demonstrates how persistently distant they are from one another and from 
the ὁμοφροσύνη instincts at play in other male-female relationships in the Iliad. 
 Before Helen addresses her Trojan husband directly, she airs the contempt in which 
she holds herself and him. She has declared to Priam that she wishes she had died before 
coming to Troy with “his son” (3.173-174),107 and that she weeps because it did not 
                                                 
106 Thetis also reaches out a hand to Achilles in his grief (1.361). We have seen a positive example of 
physical communication in the previous chapter on Hekabe (p. 32; and fn 57). It will be discussed in further 
detail in the next chapter on Andromache (pp. 90 and 99; and fn 188). Consider for a moment the bedding 
scene in the Hymn to Aphrodite, in which Anchises takes Aphrodite by the hand as he leads her to bed: Ὥς 
εἰπὼν λάβε χεῖρα· φιλομμειδὴς δ᾽ Ἀφροδίτη | ἕρπε μεταστρεφθεῖσα κατ᾽ ὄμματα καλὰ βαλοῦσα | ἐς λέχος 
εὔστρωτον (Ven. 155-157) (Allen 1912). On retiring scenes in Homeric epic, see West (2010: 17-28), in 
which she calls Helen and Paris’ bedding “a stark reversal of the harmony and tranquility of the standard 
retiring scene” (p. 23). 
107 As Roisman (2006:14) notes, by using the term υἱέϊ σῶι to refer to Paris, Helen “obliterates any 




happen (3.176), and has called herself κυνώπιδος, “shameless bitch” (3.180). She repeats 
her self-reviling when she confronts Aphrodite later on, calling herself στυγερὴν, 
“loathsome” (3.404). Helen’s disdain for Paris leads her caustically to invite Aphrodite to 
tend to Paris herself, to agonize over him until he makes her his wife or slave (3.406-
409). The vehemence and vitriol behind her speech––not to speak of the risk!––suggests 
its contents are rooted in how Helen perceives her own position with Paris: somewhere 
between a wife and slave who has suffered over him for too long. As she says, ἔχω δ᾽ 
ἄχε᾽ ἄκριτα θυμῶι, “I have griefs never-ending in my heart” (3.412). While Helen does 
not reiterate these points to Paris, they provide a standing body of knowledge for the 
audience as we witness their exchange.108 
 Helen’s refusal to look at Paris and her previous words speak volumes about her 
distance from him, but when she addresses him in person, the gap between them becomes 
all the more apparent. The narrator tells us the tone of her speech. It is “abusive” (πόσιν 
δ᾽ἠνίπαπε μύθωι, 3.427) and Paris confirms it in his answer, telling her not to “scold him 
with hard words of abuse” (χαλεποῖσιν ὀνείδεσι θυμὸν ἔνιπτε, 3.438). She begins 
abruptly with a tone of confrontation, “You left the fight,” and scornfully wishes that 
Paris had dropped dead (3.428-429).  
  ἤλυθες ἐκ πολέμου· ὡς ὤφελες αὐτόθ᾽ὀλέσθαι     428 
  ἀνδρὶ δαμεὶς κρατερῶι, ὃς ἐμὸς πρότερος πόσις ἦεν  
 
  You left the fight. How I wish you had died there 
  mastered by a stronger man, who was my husband before. 
 
                                                 




As Minchin notes, Helen turns a standard verb of greeting for travelers-well-met (ἤλυθες) 
into something hostile.109 Her cold initial greeting smacks of derision for a man out of his 
proper station, but when she wishes for his death, she voices a far harsher divide.110 
Indeed, Helen reveals with these words how much mental distance separates her from 
Paris now, and how much further from him she would like yet to be––ironic on the verge 
of their physical intimacy. At the same time, Helen re-aligns herself with her previous 
husband (ἐμὸς πρότερος πόσις) and widens the gulf between herself and the husband in 
front of her.111 
  Helen continues to underscore the distance and discordance between herself and 
Paris with hostile speech. At the same time, she shows her own sharp intellect and 
implies Paris’ feeble understanding (3.430-436): 
  ἦ μὲν δὴ πρίν γ᾽ ηὔχε᾽ ἀρηϊφίλου Μενελάου      430 
  σῆι τε βίηι καὶ χερσὶ καὶ ἔγχεϊ φέρτερος εἶναι· 
  ἀλλ᾽ ἴθι νῦν προκάλεσσαι ἀρηΐφιλον Μενέλαον 
  ἐξαῦτις μαχέσασθαι ἐναντίον. ἀλλά σ᾽ ἐγώ γε 
  παύεσθαι κέλομαι, μηδὲ ξανθῶι Μενελάωι 
  ἀντίβιον πόλεμον πολεμίζειν ἠδὲ μάχεσθαι      435 
  ἀφραδέως, μή πως τάχ᾽ ὑπ᾽ αὐτοῦ δουρὶ δαμήηις. 
 
  There was a time that you used to boast yourself better 
  than Ares-favored Menelaos in strength, hand, and spear. 
  Go on now, call out Ares-favored Menelaos 
  to fight once more, face to face. But, I counsel you 
  to leave off, and not to battle man to man 
  with fair-haired Menelaos, nor fight 
  rashly, lest you be quickly mastered by his spear, somehow. 
 
                                                 
109 Minchin (2010: 391-392); see also: Worman (2001: 21). Edwards (1987b: 196) draws attention to the 
replacement of a bride’s typical coyness (as Hera behaves while seducing Zeus) with scorn and taunting.  
110 Roisman (2006: 21) remarks on the sarcasm present in the contrast between what a man should look 
like coming from a battlefield and the effeminacy of Paris’ present looks decked out for a dance. 




She casts up his previous boasts for examination with the realities of what she has just 
witnessed on the field. How hollow they now ring! Paris had said he could overcome 
Menelaos in the very ways which he has just met abject defeat: hand, spear, and strength 
(3.431). He was on the point of death at Menelaos’ spear when Aphrodite intervened, and 
had been dragged by his chinstrap under the brute strength of Menelaos’ hand only 
moments before that (3.369-380). Her comments signal to Paris that she is indignant at 
the discrepancy between his words and his deeds. When she sarcastically challenges Paris 
to call Menelaos back for another round (3.432-433), she voices her contempt for Paris 
and dares him to confront his own foolhardiness and ineptitude. He was foolish to say he 
could overcome Menelaos and inept when he attempted it on the field. This too is another 
way that Helen distances herself from Paris, for she follows her sarcasm with advice in 
the same tenor.112 Beginning with a strong adversative enjambment (ἀλλά σ᾽ ἐγώ γε | 
παύεσθαι κέλομαι, 3.433-434), Helen contrasts her powers of understanding with Paris’. 
Note in particular the stress she adds with ἐγώ γε and the assertive opposition of “I” and 
“you” that it creates. She asserts her own counsel (κέλομαι), rooted in the evidence of 
Paris’ recent encounter with Menelaos.113 To fight Menelaos one-on-one (ἀντίβιον) again 
would be rash (ἀφραδέως) and Paris would quickly fall (μή πως τάχ᾽ ὑπ᾽αὐτοῦ δουρὶ 
δαμήηις, 3.435-436). Given in the form of advice, Helen questions Paris’ judgment, 
highlighting the space between her own careful assessment and his lack of sense. 
                                                 
112 I join Kirk (1985: 1:327 ad 3.430-436) and Minchin (2010: 393) in taking Helen’s whole speech to be 
sharply sarcastic. Sarcasm, however, does not preclude her advice from being either genuine or useful. 
Paris’ senselessness prevents him from seeing its usefulness (3.439-440). 
113 It is worth noting in particular the word κέλομαι, “counsel,” which is used by a woman here and again 
in Bk. 24 when Hekabe gives her final counsel to Priam (24.297). Priam, the wiser man, acknowledges and 




 Helen therefore exposes the lack of harmony in her current marriage and distances 
herself from Paris with openness as well as obscurity. She concentrates her speech on 
Paris as “you,” openly chastising his failures. At the same time, she never directly 
addresses her own concerns except in re-associating herself with Menelaos (ἐμὸς 
πρότερος πόσις, 3.429) and in calling attention to her own considered advice (κέλομαι, 
3.434).114 Helen remains silent about the reluctance and shame she so recently voiced to 
Aphrodite. She never brings up the reason for which Aphrodite summoned her home, 
though the tension of their locale underlies the whole scene. Doubtless her silence springs 
from Aphrodite’s horrifying rebuke (3.414-417). Nevertheless, communication between 
Paris and Helen is clearly faulty here. He cannot hear what she thinks about sharing his 
bed because she does not tell him. Instead, she speaks around it by wishing him dead and 
talking up the virtues of Menelaos, her handsome and more capable husband.115 What 
remains is a chasm in communication; even in the midst of her scathing honesty, she does 
not speak as frankly with him as she might.  
 Paris’ response to Helen also shows how impossible a harmonious relationship is for 
them. At first he seems to attempt to bridge the gap between their positions, but in the 
end he distances himself from Helen through his singular self-centeredness (3.438-446): 
  μή με, γύναι, χαλεποῖσιν ὀνείδεσι θυμὸν ἔνιπτε. 
  νῦν μὲν γὰρ Μενέλαος ἐνίκησεν σὺν Ἀθήνηι, 
  κεῖνον δ᾽ αὖτις ἐγώ· πάρα γὰρ θεοί εἰσι καὶ ἡμῖν.    440 
  ἀλλ᾽ ἄγε δὴ φιλότητι τραπείομεν εὐνηθέντε· 
  οὐ γάρ πώ ποτέ μ᾽ ὧδέ γ᾽ ἔρως φρένας ἀμφεκάλυψεν, 
  οὐδ᾽ ὅτε σε πρῶτον Λακεδαίμονος ἐξ ἐρατεινῆς 
                                                 
114 This is particularly interesting because Helen does speak about herself with both Priam and Hector, the 
other two men with whom she interacts. This also points to Helen’s perception that Paris is inadequate. 




  ἔπλεον ἁρπάξας ἐν ποντοπόροισι νέεσσιν, 
  νήσωι δ᾽ ἐν κραναῆι ἐμίγην φιλότητι καὶ εὐνῆι,     445 
  ὥς σεο νῦν ἔραμαι καί με γλυκὺς ἵμερος αἱρεῖ. 
 
  Woman, do not reproach my heart with hard words of abuse. 
  For just now Menelaos conquered with Athene, 
  another time I will conquer him, since gods are also on our side. 
  But come now, let us turn to lovemaking, we two gone to bed, 
  for never before has desire so enwrapped my mind, 
  not when first I took you out of Lacedaimon the lovely 
  and I sailed in the sea-crossing ships, 
  and on that craggy island I lay in a bed of love, 
  as now I yearn for you and sweet desire has me in its grip. 
 
He begins with an effort to conciliate Helen (3.338). His response reacts to the distance 
between them, which Helen has made evident, by confronting the hostile tone his wife 
employs. To her accusation that he was bested by the better fighter Paris attempts a weak 
rebuttal, but it is dismissive of the seriousness of his failure and borders on indifference 
(3.439-440). He excuses his failure by giving the credit to Athene–who the audience 
knows was absent–and takes the position that he is not at fault; rather, the outcome of 
such occasions depends on gods and timing.116 If Helen’s position is that he has shown 
himself weak and an empty braggart, his is that the events of the day do not point in any 
particular direction at all. What remains, then, is a curdled version of conversational give 
and take between this man and woman. Paris feels compelled to address Helen’s scornful 
words and to justify himself to some extent, but he does not address the contents of her 
speech with any rigor.117 He ignores the barbs of his previous boasts cast back at him and 
her assertion he would die in a second match. Gods become his scape goat. Indeed, Paris 
                                                 
116 Ironically, there was a goddess with him this time around, who kept him from death but did not give 
him victory. Indeed, Aphrodite’s physical presence in the room makes a mockery of Paris’ self-absolution. 




abruptly changes subject early in his speech, effectively ending that line of discussion, so 
that their positions remain separated and unredressed. 
 Paris continues to build the distance between himself and Helen not only by 
deflecting her cutting remarks so glibly, but also through the linguistic mechanics of his 
self-involvement.118 Paris’ self-focus becomes apparent from the start; the words “μή με” 
begin his speech (3.338), and his speech concludes with the effects of desire upon him 
(με γλυκὺς ἵμερος αἱρεῖ, 3.446). As Paris redirects the conversation away from Helen’s 
rancor, he makes a short-lived move to include her with himself, insisting that he will win 
some other time because “there are also gods on our side” (note especially ἡμῖν, 
3.440).119 Then he turns from the singular to the plural in the next line, proposing that 
they go to bed together (3.441). But Paris’ brief unifying language in both plural and dual 
(τραπείομεν εὐνηθέντε) breaks down quickly, discarded in favor of self-focused 
language.120 Sexual desire enfolds him as never before (3.442). He is reminded of their 
first time together, but his memory does not center on her, or even on their shared 
experience, but on himself. All the action and responsibility lie on him: “I sailed” 
(ἔπλεον), “I snatched” (ἁρπάξας), and “I had sex” (ἐμίγην φιλότητι καὶ εὐνῆι) (3.444-
445). His speech ends with his personal desire for her and its effects on him. As in that 
time, so in the present does Paris desire Helen (ἔραμαι) and sweet desire has hold of him 
                                                 
118 Hebel (1970: 49) notes the inherent self-centeredness of the language here: “Paris, so wie er dargestellt 
ist, denkt nur an sich, und das drückt sich eben in seiner Erzählung aus.” 
119 This deflects Helen’s criticism because failure or success involves both of them and their relationship to 
the gods. 
120 Pace Blondell (2013: 72), who reads these plural/dual forms as a marker of “mutuality and affection.” 
Blondell understandably must be thinking of some erotic force between them, perhaps the theme of φιλότης 





(με) (3.446). Such formulations oppose Helen’s own claims about her responsibility in 
coming to Troy (3.173-176; 6.344-358), but they also create another type of distancing 
effect.121 Whereas Helen averts her eyes with intent and withdraws from Paris with her 
abusive language, Paris distances himself from Helen by nearly cutting her out of the 
equation.  
 Then as Paris leads Helen to bed, without touching her, at the close of this unadorned 
scene (ἦ ῥα, καὶ ἄρχε λέχοσδε κιών· ἅμα δ᾽ εἵπετ᾽ ἄκοιτις. | τὼ μὲν ἄρ᾽ ἐν τρητοῖσι 
κατηύνασθεν λεχέεσσιν, 3.447-448), we realize afresh how little this set of lines says of 
them, how muted and sterile the narrator renders their union compared to references of 
other pairs coupling, how absent are the “mutuality and affection” Blondell detects.122  
 
Illuminating Like-mindedness: Paris and Helen and Hector in Circular Conversation 
Helen and Paris’ resumed non-verbal distance in Bk. 6 
 When Hector visits Helen and Paris in their room, he finds them sitting apart (6.321-
324):  
  τὸν δ᾽ ηὗρ᾽ ἐν θαλάμωι περικαλλέα τεύχε᾽ ἕποντα    321 
  ἀσπίδα καὶ θώρηκα, καὶ ἀγκύλα τόξ᾽ ἁφόωντα· 
  Ἀργείη δ᾽ Ἑλένη μετ᾽ ἄρα δμωιῆισι γυναιξίν 
                                                 
121 Blondell (2010: 2-3) discusses how Paris both takes responsibility for Helen’s seizure and presents 
himself as the victim the ἔρως her beauty inspires. While I agree, as Blondell (2010: 3) argues, that Paris’ 
words make Helen “a plundered object whose subjectivity was irrelevant to the transaction,” I would argue 
that it is more worthwhile to view this moment as a radical departure from the way the poem reveals that 
male-female relationships generally function in the poem, that is, with mutual concern.  
122 I have already drawn attention the case of Anchises and Aphrodite (Ven. 155-157) in fn. 106 above. 
Other instances include: Zeus taking Hera into his arms amid a bed of flowers (καὶ ἀγκὰς ἔμαρπτε Κρόνου 
πάϊς ἣν παράκοιτιν, Il. 14.346ff.), Hermes singing of the amiable conversation Zeus has with Maia before 
bedding her (ἀμφὶ Δία Κρονίδην καὶ Μαιάδα καλλιπέδιλον | ὃν πάρος ὠρίζεσκον ἑταιρείῃ φιλότητι, Merc. 
55-60), and of course Odysseus and Penelope conversing, going to bed together, and then spending the 




  ἧστο, καὶ ἀμφιπόλοισι περικλυτὰ ἔργα κέλευεν.      
 
  And he found him in their room, handling his very beautiful armor, 
  his shield and breastplate, and turning his curved bow over in his hands. 
  But in amongst her slave women Argive Helen  
  sat, and gave orders to her servants in their far-famed work.   
 
The contrast between the two catches the eye: Paris is handling his armor and weaponry, 
most assuredly not at work or putting them to their proper use (6.321-322).123 Helen, 
however, is managing the household slaves. There is little sense that anything connects 
them and physically they are apart (note the weight of ἧστο enjambed at the head of line 
(6.324). Neither do they explicitly exchange looks. One is toying with his weaponry 
while the other is hard at work.  
 When the episodes of Bks. 3 and 6 are brought together as a set, a pattern emerges. 
Helen and Paris fall far short of the consideration and assumed union we have seen on 
display in the previous chapter. In Bk. 3, they abstain from interacting physically or 
visually until they join each other in bed. In Bk. 6, after they have gone to bed together, 
they resume their physical isolation from one another. It is likely, since Helen occupies 
herself with directing her servants’ work, that she has resumed her visual aloofness too. 
From purely external physical and visual clues then, this couple’s relationship seems to 
point away from mutual esteem or much desire for it. 
 We might ask how their verbal and intellectual interaction fares after their physical 
intimacy in Bk. 3. Though the Iliad brings them together in another scene, they never 
                                                 
123 As Kirk (1990: 2:202 ad 6.321-324) notes, Paris does not seem to be moving with any urgency. 
Blondell (2013: 57) points out the contrast between the martial Hector and Paris, who “prefers to remain 
indoors, in the woman’s domain, where he fondles his weapons instead of using them in combat.” Clader 





again carry on a direct conversation. Instead, in Bk. 6, each speaks to the other through 
Hector. Their inability to speak directly to each other stands out sharply in contrast to the 
intimate conversation between Hector and Andromache to follow. 
 
Paris and Helen in conversation, by way of Hector 
 After Hector finds Paris at home, he harshly censures Paris for slacking when so 
many are dying for his sake and the city faces destruction (6.326-331). Paris 
acknowledges the justness of Hector’s criticism, though he attempts to shift out from 
under the barb of Hector’s censure and indirectly responds to Helen’s critiques of his 
behavior (6.335-339): 
  οὔ τοι ἐγὼ Τρώων τόσσον χόλωι οὐδὲ νεμέσσι     335 
  ἥμην ἐν θαλάμωι· ἔθελον δ᾽ ἄχεϊ προτραπέσθαι 
  νῦν δέ με παρειποῦσ᾽ἄλοχος μαλακοῖς ἐπέεσσιν 
  ὥρμησ᾽ ἐς πόλεμον. δοκέει δέ μοι ὧδε καὶ αὐτῶι  
  λώϊον ἔσσεσθαι· νίκη δ᾽ ἐπαμείβεται ἄνδρας. 
 
  Not so much for anger and indignation at the Trojans 
  did I sit in my bedroom. I wanted to turn myself to my grief. 
  But just now my wife, persuading me with her soft words, 
  urged me on to war. And thus it seems to my own self also  
  to be the better thing. Victory exchanges one man for another. 
 
Paris reports part of his conversation with Helen prior to the scene: she has been 
pressuring him to return to the front. He colors her side of the exchange in terms more 
favorable to himself; her words are “soft” and aimed at winning him over (6.337-338). If 
Paris refers here to her speech in Bk. 3, he has erased its harshness; if he describes some 
off-scene conversation, “soft” shows no forewarning of the acrimony Helen will soon 




and 6, what he says about Helen’s tone can hardly be accurate.124 His phrasing, “victory 
exchanges men”, reformulates what he had said to Helen in Bk. 3 about his future 
chances against Menelaos, “another time I will best him” (κεῖνον δ᾽ αὖτις ἐγώ, 3.440). 
This time it serves double duty: he repeats his deluded self-confidence to her and boasts it 
afresh to his brother. Paris’ answer is framed to deflect the critical remarks both of his 
wife and his brother (6.338-339). Thus the poem shows Helen and Paris in a kind of 
conversational loop; Helen tells him what he ought to do and Paris repeats himself with 
nonchalance. There has been no forward movement in their communication and they no 
longer even directly address one another. Pointedly, Hector does not reply to Paris 
(6.342). 
 Helen’s speech to Hector follows on the heels of Paris’ speech. The speech is directed 
to Hector (δᾶερ, 6.344), but also obliquely to her husband Paris in another scathing 
rebuke, one which harmonizes with Hector’s vexed words. This sort of sidelong address 
is not alien to the Iliad. Recall how Ajax famously, and very effectively, opens his speech 
to Achilles in Bk. 9 by addressing Odysseus and referring to Achilles in the third person 
throughout the first half of his speech (9.624-636). Ajax’ speech is meant for both men, 
but less so for the one whom he first addresses.125 Helen’s speech to Hector follows the 
same grain. But in speaking indirectly to Paris, Helen maintains a distance from her 
husband that denies the possibility of seeking a shared position or thought. They are too 
                                                 
124 Cf. Roisman (2006: 24). For alternate readings of this see Magdalene Stoevesandt’s comment ad 6.337 
(2016: 126). Edwards reads Paris’ comment as perhaps “sardonic humor” from Paris or the narrator 
(1987b: 208). See also: M.M. Willcock (1977: 51). 
125 As Hainsworth (1993: 3:142 ad 9.624-636) notes, “Aias begins by ostensibly addressing Odysseus, but 
more and more as he proceeds his remarks are made for Akhilleus’ ears, until he finally slips into the 2nd 




separate. The middle portion of her speech reveals this distancing tactic most clearly and 
elucidates the segments that surround it. Speaking to Paris through Hector, Helen wishes 
she were not stuck with what she actually has: a senseless husband (6.349-353). 
  αὐτὰρ ἐπεὶ τάδε γ᾽ ὧδε θεοὶ κακὰ τεκμήραντο, 
  ἀνδρὸς ἔπειτ᾽ ὤφελλον ἀμείνονος εἶναι ἄκοιτις,     350 
  ὃς εἴδη νέμεσίν τε καὶ αἴσχεα πόλλ᾽ ἀνθρώπων. 
  τούτωι δ᾽ οὔτ᾽ ἂρ νῦν φρένες ἔμπεδοι οὔτ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ὀπίσσω 
  ἔσσονται· τοῦ καί μιν ἐπαυρήσεσθαι ὀΐω. 
 
  But since the gods appointed these evils to be so, 
  then I wish I had been the wife of a better man, who       
  understood rightful censure and all matters of shame among men. 
  But no steady good sense belongs to this man now, nor hereafter 
  will there be. He’ll get what’s coming to him from it, I think. 
 
When Helen says she wishes she had a better husband, she effectively repeats her direct 
words to Paris in Bk. 3. But now, casting it at him through his (better) brother, she speaks 
it with additional force.126 Earlier she had wished Paris dead at the hand of a stronger 
man (ἀνδρὶ…κρατερῶι), Menelaos, who had just shown his superiority on the field of 
battle (3.428-429). Now Helen reasserts her conviction that Paris is a lesser, lacking man: 
if evils must be, she wishes she had been joined to a better man entirely (3.350). She does 
not wish Paris were better, she wishes he were someone else. Indeed, Helen specifies 
what a worse husband consists of. She points a kind of accusing finger at Paris with the 
deictic τούτωι (6.352), a verbal distancing tactic.127 She convicts him of not 
                                                 
126 Her speech, in fact, has a sizable audience. Her words are open not only to Hector and Paris, her 
handmaids are also within earshot. Stoevesandt (2016: 130 ad 6.350-353) also senses heightened harshness 
from Helen’s criticism in the 3rd person. Suzuki (1989: 36) reads Helen’s statement as an explicit 
comparison of the brothers. While I believe there is an element of comparison in Helen’s description, it 
remains only implied. 
127 Lohmann (1970: 101-102) calls attention to the scorn behind this demonstrative. See also Kirk (1990: 




understanding νέμεσις (“righteous indignation”) and public disgrace (αἴσχεα πόλλ᾽ 
ἀνθρώπων) (6.351), and of having faulty powers of discernment (φρένες) with no 
possibility of change (6.352-353). He will get his comeuppance (μιν ἐπαυρήσεσθαι), and 
all the more certainly (τοῦ καί) for his inability to discern censure and shame (6.353). All 
this she nominally directs to Hector, but Hector has little to do with her words here. Paris 
is her main target. 
 The opening and closing portions of Helen’s speech point to her indirect 
communication to Paris. She sets herself and her lacking husband in contrast. In the first 
part of her speech, Helen communicates her suitable discernment of αἴσχεα πόλλ᾽ 
ἀνθρώπων (“public matters of shame,” 6.351) by defining who she is to all those around 
her and shows that she is capable of being indignant with herself (νέμεσις) for evils her 
behavior has caused (6.351).128 She identifies herself as an evil-working shudder-
inducing bitch (κυνὸς κακομηχάνοο κρυοέσσης, 6.344) and imagines a better set of 
events; it would have been better if she had died as an infant before the present trials 
unfolded and in the most dramatic and violent fashion (6.345-348). By introducing her 
central criticism of Paris with such pronouncements, Helen strongly contrasts herself with 
her husband.129 She indicates to him that deficient though she may be, he is far worse for 
                                                 
128 Ebbot (1999: 5, 11-12) argues that Helen’s character in the Iliad “is defined by both shame and 
nemesis” and briefly discusses this passage for its violent speech stemming from the nemesis to which her 
actions have given rise. For a discussion of self-directed νέμεσις, see Douglas Cairns’ entry in The Homer 
Encyclopedia (2011: 2:565), and his book Aidōs: The Psychology and Ethics of Honour and Shame in 
Ancient Greek Literature (1993: 51-54, 83-86). 
129 Helen is willing to take responsibility. As Roisman (2006: 10) observes, the poem first suggests this 
separation between Helen and Paris in Bk. 3 when Helen weaves a tapestry depicting the destructive effects 




lacking situational awareness.130 In the final portion of her speech, Helen shows her 
superior understanding of the place she and Paris share in the larger schema: Hector bears 
the burden of her damnable action and Paris’ blind evil-doing (εἵνεκ᾽ ἐμεῖο κυνὸς καὶ 
Ἀλεξάνδρου ἕνεκ᾽ ἄτης, 6.356), the consequences of their joint action will last for 
generations (ἀνθρώποισι πελώμεθ᾽ ἀοίδιμοι ἐσσομένοισιν, 6.357-358). These lines 
overtly commiserate with Hector, but they also conspicuously criticize Paris in his own 
presence and their delivery in front of his brother is meant to sting. By the end of Helen’s 
speech, the discordance of her marriage to Paris is exposed through the most distant 
means possible: Helen speaks to Paris without saying anything to him at all. 
 Thus we find that there is no gentle back and forth (or much give and take at all) 
between Helen and Paris. There is opposition without negotiation or mutual attempt to 
hear or to understand one another. When Paris does agree with Helen, he frames it as an 
idea he has come to independently. Yet he expresses this agreement only when he is 
under the added pressure of his brother’s presence and rebuke. Helen and Paris’ 
relationship is stiffer than her relationships with Priam or with Hector (as we shall see 
shortly)––stiffer also than Priam and Hekabe’s relationship or Hector and 
Andromache’s––because the participants lack respect for one another. 
 
                                                 
130 As Blondell (2010: 22-23) observes, Helen remains different from Paris in that, while her φρένες (good 
judgment) “are defeated by the power of desire…they are not shrouded, deceived, or “persuaded” into 




Helen and Hector: intuitive understanding 
 While Helen’s speech shows that Paris and Helen remain at odds, it also demonstrates 
the larger understanding she shares with Hector. Often, however, scholars have read a 
note of tension in this interaction between brother- and sister-in-law. Frequent attention 
has been turned to Helen’s offer of a seat and rest to Hector and his refusal of it. Mackie 
interprets Helen and Hector’s conversation as one among many moments in which Hector 
must fight against the allure of the female in his proper pursuit of martial kleos.131 
According to Minchin, Hector’s refusal of Helen’s invitation says less about her and 
rather more about the poet’s method of artistically describing who Hector is; it is one of 
many refusals that successively add some quality to his character.132  
 Many have seen sexual undertones in Helen and Hector’s speeches to one another. A 
particularly prevalent view holds that Helen attempts in some way to seduce him.133 But 
in these discussions scholars seem to forget it is Paris who first suggests that Hector stay 
and wait (6.340); Helen’s invitation echoes his suggestion and specifies a place for 
Hector to do so. My own view aligns with Roisman’s in this regard: if we see seduction 
                                                 
131 Mackie (1996: 117-118) argues that this is why Hector “twice describes negotiations with the enemy in 
war by means of the analogy of amorous “dalliance” (ὀαριστύς 17.228; 22.127-128).” Cf. Redfield (1994: 
121-122), who also senses tension here. 
132 Minchin (2007: 70). Minchin is largely concerned with standard elements within the refusal speech 
form whose purpose is verisimilitude and the characterization of the refuser. And while I agree that 
Hector’s refusals add depth to the poem’s characterization of him, we must not pass over how, in these 
moments, the poem reveals both the depth and the dynamics of the relationships between all those featured.  
133 In Arthur’s (1981: 31-32) view, Aphrodite’s earlier insistence that Helen sit before Paris charges 
Helen’s invitation to Hector to sit with similar sexual tension and potential for seduction. See also: Ryan 
(1965: 116); Mackie (1996: 117-119); Murnaghan (1999: 208); Worman (2001: 27-28), who sees an 
“ominously seductive quality” in the scene, the danger of which Hector avoids in refusing to sit; Perkell 
(2008: 105) hears seduction in Helen’s speech and in Hector’s refusal, a “[confirmation of] Hektor’s 
dedication to his marriage with Andromache”; Blondell (2010: 7, 13, and 13 n103, 27; and 2013: 72) does 
not sense actual sexual seduction because, she notes, Paris is in the room. Instead, she reads Helen’s words 




in Helen’s conduct toward Hector, we strip her of her own justified claims about her 
capacity for shame and restraint.134 When Roisman goes on to venture, “Surely Helen 
would have understood that any scheme to seduce Hektor, so loyal to his wife, would 
have failed and, moreover, brought her into further disrepute,” she touches on something 
helpful and true.135 There is some undercurrent passing between Helen and Hector, one 
which justifies such extensive notice from scholars. But rather than seduction or martial 
tension in this scene, the bond I sense in their interchange is one of shared understanding. 
Often in the Iliad, as we have and will again see, this like-minded undercurrent can be 
observed in the attempt to reconcile differences. But in Helen and Hector’s case, there is 
little disagreement to overcome. Indeed, theirs is the only example in the Iliad of a male-
female interaction without distinct conflict between the partners. Rather, the total lack of 
like-mindedness we have seen between Helen and Paris underscores the harmony 
between Helen and Hector. Perhaps more than with any other male-female exchange in 
the Iliad, the two see eye to eye. Helen and Hector reflect one another in the language 
and manner in which they speak about Paris, to others as well as to him; in their views of 
the war and its pressures and exigencies; and in the way they communicate directly with 
one another. 
 
 To feel the full resonance of their harmonious understanding, we must first glance 
back to earlier moments in the poem when Helen and Hector express similar thoughts and 
                                                 
134 Roisman (2006: 27-28). 
135 Roisman (2006: 28). Her study focuses mainly on Helen’s perspective and the shift of her speech over 




behaviors independently. This pattern begins early in Bk. 3 when first Hector accosts 
Paris for his cowardice (3.39-57). Paris had slunk back behind the Trojan ranks after 
seeing Menelaos come forth among the warriors in the frontline (3.15-37). Hector 
confronts Paris and harshly reprimands him (3.38-45, 56-57): 
  τὸν δ᾽ Ἕκτωρ νείκεσσεν ἰδὼν αἰσχροῖς ἐπέεσσιν· 
  Δύσπαρι, εἶδος ἄριστε, γυναιμανὲς ἠπεροπευτά,  
  αἴθ᾽ ὄφελες ἄγονός τ᾽ ἔμεναι ἄγαμός τ᾽ ἀπολέσθαι    40 
  καί κε τὸ βουλοίμην, καί κεν πολὺ κέρδιον ἦεν 
  ἠ᾽ οὕτω λώβην τ᾽ ἔμεναι καὶ ἐπόψιον ἄλλων. 
  ἦ που καγχαλόωσι κάρη κομόωντες Ἀχαιοί, 
  φάντες ἀριστῆα πρόμον ἔμμεναι, οὕνεκα καλόν 
  εἶδος ἔπ᾽, ἀλλ᾽ οὐκ ἔστι βίη φρεσὶν οὐδέ τις ἀλκή.    45 
        … 
  ἀλλὰ  μάλα Τρῶες δειδήμονες· ἦ τέ κεν ἤδη      56 
  λάϊνον ἕσσο χιτῶνα κακῶν ἕνεχ᾽, ὅσσα ἔοργας. 
 
  But Hector saw him and abused him with insulting words, 
  “You rotten Paris, best only in beauty, woman-crazy seducer, 
  if only you had not been born or had died unmarried! 
  Even that I might wish for, and it would be far better 
  than you being such a shame and a man that other men despise. 
  The long-haired Achaians must really be laughing, 
  thinking you are the best lead-fighter, since your body 
  is handsome, but in your heart there is no strength and no courage. 
        … 
  But really the Trojans are cowards, or else long ago for sure 
  you’d have sported a robe of stones for all the evils you’ve worked.” 
 
The narrator labels Hector’s speech “abusive” (νείκεσσεν, αἰσχροῖς ἐπέεσσιν) and 
Hector’s words are indeed unsparing in their opprobrium. He leads with a wish that Paris 
were dead or never born, then accuses Paris of lacking the necessary traits to win on the 
battlefield, and concludes by reiterating, graphically, how Paris deserves to die. As we 
have already seen, Helen lashes out in a similar way at the end of this same book; 




died! (3.428-429); Paris wants for the qualities of a successful warrior, specifically 
against Menelaos (3.430-436). Hector likewise sneers at Paris’ inability to stand and fight 
against Menelaos, who would surely lay him out in the dust (3.52-55). In these 
admonishments, Hector and Helen each note Paris’ shortage of βίη (strength) as a 
particular matter for censure (cf. 3.45, 3.431).136 The consonance here resides not only in 
the content of Helen and Hector’s private speeches to Paris, but also in their delivery. 
With naked rebukes for his behavior, his wife and brother individually wish him dead to 
his face. 
 Along the same lines, Helen and Hector each voice their displeasure with Paris to one 
of his parents. Helen criticizes and distances herself from him in the presence of his 
father Priam. As Roisman has noted, when Helen speaks about Paris only with the phrase 
υἱέϊ σῶι (“your son,” 3.174), her language conveys her emotional distance and contempt 
for her husband.137 She adds emphasis to that distance when in Priam’s hearing she 
wishes she had died for her own role in the conflict (ὡς ὄφελεν θάνατός μοι ἁδεῖν κακός, 
3.173). As we have seen in the previous chapter, Hector is also markedly open about his 
frustration with Paris in the presence of one of Paris’ parents: their mother Hekabe. He 
goes so far as to wish him, colorfully, a swift journey to the house of Hades (ὥς κέ οἱ 
αὖθι | γαῖα χάνοι … κεῖνόν γε ἴδοιμι κατελθόντ᾽ Ἄϊδος εἴσω, 6.281-282, 284) and 
imagines himself relieved at the demise of the Trojans’ bane (φαίην κεν φίλον ἦτορ 
                                                 
136 Worman (2001: 28-29) also notes the similar quality of their reproaches in Bk. 3, but does not discuss 
what those shared qualities are. 




ὀϊζύος ἐκλελαθέσθαι, 6.285; μέγα πῆμα, 6.282). Thus Helen and Hector alike imagine 
death for the party who they deem has caused such great suffering. 
 When in Bk. 6 Helen and Hector find themselves in the same room, their intuitive 
understanding of one another becomes clear. Each of them expresses frustration that Paris 
does not concern himself with public shame. Beginning in Bk. 3, Hector castigates Paris 
for failing to understand the burden he has placed on the Trojans by stealing Helen (3.49-
51). 
       νυὸν ἀνδρῶν αἰχμητάων, 
  πατρί τε σῶι μέγα πῆμα πόληΐ τε παντί τε δήμωι,    50 
  δυσμενέσιν μὲν χάρμα, κατηφείην δὲ σοὶ αὐτῶι 
 
      the daughter-in-law of spear-fighting men, 
  a great bane to your father, your city, and all your people, 
  a delight to your enemies, and a disgrace to yourself 
 
Hector lays out for Paris all the people wronged through his reckless theft of Helen: his 
father, his people, Paris himself. Moreover, he has made enemies. In the context of his 
long harangue against Paris’ cowardice, Hector implies that Paris did not then and still 
does not have a proper sense public shame. It is worth noting at this point that while the 
Iliad mainly leaves the censure of Helen to Helen herself, Hector here voices a rare 
negative appraisal of her in labeling her a μέγα πῆμα (great bane) for everyone.138 He 
                                                 
138 Few negative comments about Helen come from other characters in the poem; the elderly men on the 
wall also call Helen a πῆμα for them and their children (3.160), and Achilles famously says he fought the 
Trojans because of “chilling Helen” (εἵνεκα ῥιγεδανῆς Ἑλένης Τρωσὶν πολεμίζω, 19.325). Helen herself 
attests that both men and women in the Trojan royal family spoke ill of her regularly (24.768-772). 
Notably, Hector does not repeat his appraisal of Helen as a πῆμα in her presence. Blondell (2010: passim, 
but particularly 8-12; and 2013: 58-60) argues that, by not audibly blaming Helen, the men of the poem 
disempower and objectify her; she must therefore assert her own agency and subjectivity by leveling blame 
at herself, thus holding herself accountable. But since Hector uses the term μέγα πῆμα to describe both 
Helen and Paris on separate occasions, it seems likely to me that he and Helen do not disagree that she 




uses the same term for Paris at the end of his speech to Hekabe: a great bane to the 
Trojans and Priam’s children (6.282). In Bk. 6, Hector’s address to Paris takes aim at his 
brother’s lack of public shame from another angle (6.327-330):  
  λαοὶ μὲν φθινύθουσι περὶ πτόλιν αἰπύ τε τεῖχος 
  μαρνάμενοι, σέο δ᾽ εἵνεκ᾽ ἀϋτή τε πτόλεμός τε 
  ἄστυ τόδ᾽ ἀμφιδέδηε· σὺ δ᾽ ἂν μαχέσαιο καὶ ἄλλωι, 
  εἴ τινά που μεθιέντα ἴδοις στυγεροῦ πολέμοιο.     330 
 
  The people are perishing around the city and the steep wall 
  as they fight; because of you the battle cry and the war 
  have been blazing around this city. You would fight with another too, 
  if you saw him slacking from the grim battle. 
 
Earlier, Hector had cited the theft of Helen to approach the question of Paris’ shame, now 
he places responsibility for the dying Trojans squarely at Paris’ feet; Paris seems to 
understand the principle of public shame only when others act against him.  
 Helen incorporates both strains of Hector’s outlook, regarding her and Paris, into her 
speech in Bk. 6.139 As we have seen, the first portion of Helen’s speech targets Paris in 
particular, but it is also addressed to Hector and displays how well her judgment aligns 
with his. Concerning fault and shame, she and Hector understand one another. Hector had 
labeled her a cause of destruction (μέγα πῆμα, 3.50), obliquely including her in blame for 
the war. Helen goes further; she refers to herself as a “worker-of-evils” (κακομηχάνοο, 
6.344) and settles blame explicitly on herself as well as Paris (εἵνεκ᾽ ἐμεῖο κυνὸς καὶ 
Ἀλεχξάνδρου ἕνεκ᾽ἄτης, 6.356). Indeed, she wishes she had died a radical death in 
                                                 
wary of her…of the destructive power of her beauty.” And unlike his father Priam, Hector does not release 
Helen from fault. 




infancy before any of “these works” (τάδε ἔργα) came to be (6.345-348).140 And 
regarding shame, as we saw earlier, Helen shows her own awareness of αἴσχεα πόλλ᾽ 
ἀνθρώπων (“public matters of shame,” 6.351) as she skewers Paris for being incapable of 
ever recognizing it (6.351-354). Since the poem reveals Helen speaking so caustically to 
Paris in their private moments of Bk. 3, her harsh words in Bk. 6 can hardly be simple 
peacocking for Hector’s attention.141 Rather, the poem shows us that Helen and Hector’s 
thoughts are aligned. 
 Not only do Helen and Hector agree, when they are together in Bk. 6, they put their 
agreement to use and gang up on Paris. They speak freely, comfortably, disdainfully 
about Paris with one another, just as Hector spoke of him with Hekabe; indeed more so, 
since Paris is now in the room. Hector’s criticism, met with petulant acknowledgment 
and tepid excuses from Paris, is redoubled by Helen.142 And after Paris relates that Helen 
has been urging him back to the battle (ὥρμης᾽ ἐς πόλεμον, 6.338), Hector directs her to 
continue to do so (6.363-364). 
  ἀλλὰ σύ γ᾽ ὄρνυθι τοῦτον, ἐπειγέσθω δὲ καὶ αὐτός    363 
  ὥς κεν ἔμ᾽ ἔντοσθεν πόλιος καταμάρψηι ἐόντα. 
 
  But, for your part, spur him on, and get him to hurry himself 
  so that he catches up with me while I’m still in the city. 
 
                                                 
140 It is interesting that Hector wishes on Paris what Helen wishes on herself, namely that she had not been 
born (or died soon after) (6.345-348) or died before she went away with Paris (3.173-176). Cf. 3.40 
141 Murnaghan (1999: 208), for example, argues that Helen flirts with Hector for her own advancement and 
sense of security. See also: Worman (2001: 27-29). 
142 Kirk (1990: 2:203 ad 6.332-341) reads Paris’ response to Hector as a series of “hurried invention.” 
Stoevesandt (2016: 125 ad 6.335-336), however, reads Paris’ claim to need time for grieving as a genuine 




Although Paris has said that he, too, thinks it good idea to return to the war (6.338-339), 
Hector remains skeptical that his brother will put that thought into productive action.143 
Hector’s skepticism manifests itself in his instructions. He mirrors Helen’s indirect 
communication to Paris by relaying his marching orders to Paris through Helen (note the 
3rd person imperative ἐπειγέσθω).144 As the bT scholiast has observed, he relies on her to 
get it done.145 Lohmann has also noted the unusual nature of Helen and Hector’s 
communication in the presence of Paris, each casting a “glance at Paris” with a “scornful 
demonstrative” (cf. Helen’s τούτωι, 6.352, with Hector’s τοῦτον, 6.363).146 Taken 
together, these exchanges reveal how Helen and Hector mount pressure on Paris by 
relaying their critiques and messages of him through one other. Indeed, as Worman 
argues, Helen and Hector both employ bellicose attitudes and speaking styles fit for the 
battlefield in their communications with Paris in Bks. 3 and 6, and do so when they are 
separate and when they occupy the same room.147 They present a united front. 
                                                 
143 The bT scholiast ad 6.342 remarks: “Rightly he deems him unworthy of answer when he says “my wife 
just now was winning me over” (Z 337), but exhorts Helen to incite him to action” (καλῶς οὐδὲ 
ἀποκρίσεως αὐτὸν ἠξίωσεν εἰπόντα “νῦν δέ με παρειποῦσ᾽ ἄλοχος” (Z 337), ἀλλὰ τῇ Ἑλένῃ αὐτὸν 
παρορμᾶν παραινεῖ.) (Erbse, 1969-1988). Cf. Kirk (1990: 204 ad 6.342); Graziosi and Haubold (2010: 174 
ad 6.342) call this “one of the heaviest silences in the whole poem”; Contra: Stoevesandt (2016: 127 ad 
6.342), who chalks Hector’s silence up to his “impatient haste.” 
144 See Stoevesandt (2016: 133 ad 6.363-364). Kirk (1990: 2:206 ad 6.352-353) goes so far as to suggest 
that “they speak as though Paris were not even present.” But the mixed 2nd person and 3rd person 
imperatives indicate that Hector intends his words for Paris’ ears as much as Helen’s, though at a remove. 
145 οὐκ ἠξίωσεν αὐτῷ διαλέξασθαι τὸ πᾶν ἐπιτρέποντι τῇ γυναικί (“He does not think it fit to speak with 
him, entrusting the whole matter to the woman.” (Erbse 1969-1988: bT scholion ad 6.363). Blondell (2010: 
14) claims that Helen’s agency “is denied to her by men,” but Hector’s instruction, which is rooted in the 
perspective he shares with Helen, relies on Helen’s agency. My own view couples the scholiast’s 
understanding with Suzuki’s (1989: 36) view that Helen “all[ies] herself with Hector against Paris.” 
Brother- and sister-in-law recognize their like-minded position. See also: Nappi (2015: 38). 
146 “…den Blick auf eine dritte Person lenkt: auf den anwesenden Paris (von Helena und Hektor mit dem 
verächtlichen Demonstrativum bedacht) (Lohmann, 1970: 101-102).  





 While this moment in the poem indicates that Helen and Hector are like-minded 
regarding Paris––what he ought to do, how he ought to behave––it also displays the 
mutual regard brother- and sister-in-law have for one another and the kindness with 
which they treat each other. I have argued that the first portion of Helen’s speech takes 
aim mainly at Paris’ shortcomings. Nevertheless, Helen does communicate with Hector 
himself, both by speech and by relying on their mutual understanding of the situation and 
one another. Collins has pointed to the μύθοισι μειλιχίοισιν (“winning words,” 6.343) that 
open her speech to her brother-in-law as a sign Helen wishes “to cultivate φιλότης with 
Hector.”148 But the poem also suggests that Helen intends the second portion of her 
speech for Hector more directly. She reinitiates direct communication with Hector by 
addressing him as δᾶερ, “brother-in-law,” a second time (6.354-355; cf. 6.344).  
  ἀλλ᾽ ἄγε νῦν εἴσελθε καὶ ἕζεο τῶιδ᾽ ἐπὶ δίφρωι, 
  δᾶερ, ἐπεὶ σὲ μάλιστα πόνος φρένας ἀμφιβέβηκεν    355 
 
  But come now, come in and sit on this stool, 
  brother-in-law, since the difficulty falls especially on you and your heart  
 
With the adversative ἀλλὰ and the commands that follow, Helen reorients her speech 
from her husband to her brother-in-law. Her offers of reprieve and sympathy speak to 
                                                 
148 Collins (1988: 47). Collins goes on to say that Helen sees Hector as a φίλος because he lacks hostility 
towards her (1988: 49). I concur with Collins on this point, but I do not think we should view their 
friendship (φιλότης) as the outcome solely of lacking some quality. Rather, as I have shown, these two also 
share a positive set of perspectives and expectations. Roisman (2006: 27) reads the μῦθοι μειλίχοι as 





Hector alone. For his part, Hector seems to intuit what Helen is doing.149 When he 
answers, he only replies to that part of her speech which is most exclusively directed at 
him: “Do not bid me sit, Helen, though you love me. You will not persuade me” (μή με 
κάθιζ᾽, Ἑλένη, φιλέουσά περ· οὐδέ με πείσεις, 6.360). His phrasing, φιλέουσά περ, 
suggests not only that he appreciates her offer but that he understands the context of their 
interaction. He, unlike so many modern scholars, does not misinterpret Helen’s message 
because he already understands its direction and purpose. 
 One might be tempted to group this moment, the offer of a seat and its rejection, with 
the interactions at cross-purposes which Hekabe faced with both Priam and Hector, and 
which Andromache will soon experience with Hector. Indeed, some have read Hector’s 
Bk. 6 trek through Troy as a series of female obstacles that Hector must overcome to 
return to the male sphere of war.150 Helen and Hector, however, share both a motive and 
a goal; Helen’s invitation to sit is incidental. No real friction crops up between this pair. 
Even Hector’s refusal reaffirms Helen’s accurate understanding of Hector’s situation 
(6.361-362).  
  ἤδη γάρ μοι θυμὸς ἐπέσσυται ὄφρ᾽ ἐπαμύνω      361 
  Τρώεσσ᾽, οἳ μέγ᾽ ἐμεῖο ποθὴν ἀπεόντος ἔχουσιν. 
   
  For already my heart presses me to go aid 
  the Trojans, who long for me greatly when I am away. 
 
                                                 
149 Roisman (2006: 27-28) also reads subtle intuitive understanding between the pair; she reads Helen’s 
wish for a “better man” as a message to Hector that this hypothetical “better man” should be measured 
against him. 




Helen had said that the burden of the labor falls particularly to Hector (6.355) and Hector 
signals the truth of it. He is the lynchpin and his men long for his return to the field; he 
must hurry. Hector’s kind refusal recognizes Helen’s affection and understanding and 
signals his own affection for her. As Maronitis has put it, he is “recognizing her affability 
(φιλέουσα) and responding to her friendship with friendship.”151 Hector reiterates that 
affection and closeness to her at the end of his speech. As he did with his mother Hekabe, 
Hector reveals his own deep concerns to a woman of like-mind, one who perceptively 
grasps his motives and his goals (6. 365-368).152  
  καὶ γὰρ ἐγὼν οἶκόνδ᾽ ἐσελεύσομαι, ὄφρα ἴδωμαι    365 
  οἰκῆας ἄλοχόν τε φίλην καὶ νήπιον υἱόν. 
  οὐ γάρ τ᾽οἶδ᾽ εἰ ἔτί σφιν ὑπότροπος ἵξομαι αὖτις, 
  ἦ᾽ ἤδη μ᾽ ὑπὸ χερσὶ θεοὶ δαμόωσιν Ἀχαιῶν. 
 
  For myself, I am going home, so I can see 
  my people and my dear wife and infant son. 
  For I do not know whether I will come back to them again, 
  or whether the gods will destroy me at the hands of the Achaians. 
 
If Hector is going to wait for Paris to prepare himself, he would rather see his dear wife 
and child in that time; it could be his last chance. Once more he airs his troubled thoughts 
unprompted in a show of trust and intimacy. Indeed, in Bk. 6 the Iliad offers a glimpse of 
those humane qualities in Hector which Helen most appreciates and whose loss Helen 
will lament: this tenderness he now shows for his wife and son; this simpatico connection 
                                                 
151 Maronitis (2004: 126). 
152 In Mackie’s (1996: 119) view, Hector “seems to welcome the opportunity to confide in Helen,” while 
Rabel (1997: 92) notes Hector’s tendency toward “rhetorical appropriateness in a given context. Among the 
troops, he remains ever confident of a Trojan victory. Inside the city and among its women, however, he 
gives voice to deep forebodings about the future.” Of course, it is not simply to all the women that he 
voices these thoughts; rather, he speaks of his private concerns with the three women to whom he has 




he shares with Helen. We hear in Hector’s reply the martial strength Helen spoke of just 
now (σὲ μάλιστα πόνος φρένας ἀμφιβέβηκεν, 6.355) as well as the quality that Monsacré 
describes as “force also making way for gentleness” in Helen’s lament for him.153 
 Thus, rather than behaving as a pair in the midst of martial tension or of a seduction 
scene, this man and woman demonstrate that they understand each other at a fundamental 
level and have no need to move past conflict. Their like-mindedness shows in the method 
and subjects of their speech and in the assumptions underlying their interaction. This, 
then, is an example of ὁμοφροσύνη perhaps unlike any other in the poem: an example 
that shows its conventional form. 
 
Conclusion 
 The present investigation has provided us with two pictures of Helen that through 
contrast expand our understanding of the poem. By comparing Helen’s interactions with 
Paris and Hector in terms of like-mindedness, we have revealed further layers in her 
characterization as well as in the Iliad’s complex portrayal of ὁμοφροσύνη between men 
and women. When Helen speaks with Paris, the air between them is rife with 
dysfunction. In ironic contrast to their moment of physical intimacy, they are persistently 
at odds, unable or unwilling to communicate, as their body language, speech, and even 
eye contact indicate. Whereas Helen and Paris provide us with a negative exemplum of 
like-mindedness, a relationship that does not strive for unity, Helen and Hector give us its 
                                                 
153 Monsacré (1984: 164): “Hélène, enfin, rappelle les qualités de cœur d’Hector, la conception 




opposite, a relationship between a man and woman in sync. Their views of Paris and his 
failings, and of the hazards and needs of the battlefield align. They communicate 
obliquely and directly with one another, as well as with Paris, in similar ways for a goal 
they hold in common. This quiet understanding between Helen and Hector, and Helen 
and Paris’ persistent difference, bridge the way for our next investigation, in which 
Andromache and Hector display a like-minded understanding of one another and a desire 





Chapter 3: Andromache 
 
ΛΥΣ.  <αὖθις δ᾽> ἕτερόν τι πονηρότερον βούλευμ᾽ ἐπεπύσμεθ᾽ ἂν ὑμῶν· 
   εἶτ᾽ ἠρόμεθ᾽ ἄν· “πῶς ταῦτ᾽, ὦνερ, διαπράττεσθ᾽ ὧδ᾽ ἀνοήτως;” 
   ὁ δέ μ᾽ εὐθὺς ὑποβλέψας <ἂν> ἔφασκ᾽, εἰ μὴ τὸν στήμονα νήσω, 
   ὀτοτύξεσθαι μακρὰ τὴν κεφαλήν· “πόλεμος δ᾽ ἄνδρεσσι μελήσει.”  520 
ΠΡ.  ὀρθῶς γε λέγων νὴ Δί᾽ ἐκεῖνος. 
                   (Lys. 517-521)154 
 
Lys.  But later on we began to hear about even worse decisions you’d made, and  
   then we would ask, “Husband, how come you’re handling this so stupidly?”  
   And right away he’d glare at me and tell me to get back to my sewing if I  
   didn’t want major damage to my head: “War shall be the business of  
   menfolk,” unquote.  
Mag.  He was right on the mark, I say. 
          
 
 In his Lysistrata, Aristophanes puts Hector’s parting words to Andromache at Il. 
6.492 into the mouth of Lysistrata’s husband, showing a husband summarily dismissing 
his wife and a deep antagonism between men and women in wartime. According to 
Lysistrata, her husband threatened her with a brutal beating (ὀτοτύξεσθαι)155 for intruding 
into the world of men and excerpted the Iliad to drive his point home through its 
authority. Sophocles’ Ajax also touches on this theme, though it does so by way of 
parallel. In an early soliloquy, Tecmessa relates how she rebuked Ajax for his mad 
pursuit of battle and how he curtly answered her with words “always recited” (ἀεὶ δ᾽ 
ὑμνούμενα): “‘Woman, silence brings adornment to women.’ | And I learned my lesson 
                                                 
154 The Greek text and translation of the Lysistrata come from Henderson’s Loeb edition (2000). 
155 On this verb, Henderson (1991: 135, ad loc.) comments: “a sound beating, a more violent response to a 




and stopped, while he rushed off alone,” (“γύναι, γυναιξὶ κόσμον ἡ σιγὴ φέρει.” | κἀγὼ 
μαθοῦσ᾽ ἔληξ᾽, ὁ δ᾽ ἐσσύθη μόνος, Aj. 292-293). Here Sophocles compresses Hector and 
Andromache’s interview through other figures from the Trojan war: Tecmessa appeals to 
reason against what she sees as Ajax’ senseless military pursuit (ἐξοδους ἕρπειν κενάς, 
“to go on vain expeditions,” Aj. 287).156 In both plays, a woman reports how a male 
character uses the Iliad, or an allusion to the Iliad, to silence her when she questions her 
man’s wisdom in pursuing the fight. 
 Scholarly opinion has largely seized on the fifth century male interpretation 
showcased in these two plays, namely that Hector asserts proper Greek values about war 
and gender roles. The Hellenistic scholia saw in Hector’s words both an answer to 
Andromache’s inappropriate battle advice (ἄ ν δ ρ ε σ σ ι διὰ τὰς παραινέσεις αὐτῆς) and 
also a marked contrast with his hen-pecked brother Paris.157 In the mediaeval period, 
Eustathius went even further, proposing that, through Hector, the poet was offering 
general instruction to women to stay in the home (ἐνταῦθα ὁ ποιητὴς διὰ τοῦ Ἕκτορος 
γυναιξὶ πρέπειν φησὶ τὰ ἕαυτῶν ἔργα κομίζειν κατ᾽οἶκον).158 Modern scholars have 
continued to understand Hector’s words as a direct or indirect attempt to reestablish the 
proper distinction between the sexes. Wolfgang Schadewaldt sees a stark and sharp 
                                                 
156 One parallel with Iliad 6 lies in Tecmessa’s rebuke for wrong fighting action. But there is also a parallel 
with later interpretations of Hector’s words in the Iliad, for when Ajax tells Tecmessa to be silent, he 
implies that martial affairs are outside Tecmessa’s proper sphere. Indeed, the scholia vetera to Sophocles’ 
Ajax 292 cite Homer’s Il. 6.490 as the same sentiment: ὅμοιον δὲ τὸ ἦθος ἐκεὶνῳ, τῷ (Hom. α 356, φ 350, Ζ 
490): ἀλλ᾽ εἰς οἶκον ἰοῦσα τὰ σαυτῆς ἔργα κόμιζε (Christodoulos, 1977: 9-10, 13-260). 
157 Scholiast bT ad Il. 6.492a (Erbse, 1969-1988). Regarding the contrast with Paris, the scholiast says: ἔστι 
δὲ ἤθη σκοπεῖν διάφορα Ἀλεξάνδρου καὶ Ἕκτορος· ὁ μὲν γάρ φησι “πόλεμος δ᾽ ἄνδρεσσι μελήσει,” ὁ δὲ 
Ἀλέξανδρος “νῦν δέ με παρειποῦσ᾽ ἄλοχος” (6.337). 




separation between husband and wife, war and the home, at this moment.159 Lohmann 
went further, describing Hector and Andromache’s meeting as a clash between the worlds 
of war (men) and peace (women), that is finally clarified by the famous phrase at Il. 
6.492 as the spouses part ways.160 
 Often modern scholars follow the Alexandrians in pairing the expression with 
Andromache’s final words at 6.433-434 to support the view that her advice is 
inappropriate and she should “stick to her women’s tasks.”161 Lucia Prauscello provides a 
representative formulation. She argues that when Hector uses the phrase πόλεμος δ᾽ 
ἄνδρεσσι μελήσει, he  
draw[s] a clear-cut line between what belongs to the realm of men (here, 
warfare) and what instead to that of women (weaving and spinning): 
Andromache’s rushing out on the wall of Ilios to press her military advice 
on her husband (433-434), after having abandoned her household duties, 
represents a clear interference with a domain of experience which is socially 
sanctioned as ‘male’, and male alone.162 
 
Others have pronounced a softer view of the phrase’s meaning, taking its context into 
account. Graziosi and Haubold caution readers, “to some modern sensibilities, Hector’s 
                                                 
159 Schadewaldt (1965: 224).  
160 “Und in diesem topologischen Zusammenhang spiegelt sich jene Auseinandersetzung, die wir als das 
maßgebliche Motiv der Homilie erkannten: die kriegerische Welt des Mannes im Konflikt mit der 
friedlichen Welt der Frau, Haus und Familie. … Die beiden Sphären sind immer gegenwärtig, und wenn 
Hektor am Ende Andromache auffordert, die Trennung der Bereiche zu respektieren: “Du geh ins Haus an 
den Webstuhl – der Krieg ist Sache der Männer…”, so ist diese Polarität für den Leser auf allen Ebenen 
sorgfältig vorbereitet worden” (Lohmann, 1988: 51). 
161 Lardinois (1997: 219) comments that Hector makes “a negative argument for her to stop interfering in 
the war effort and, instead, to stick to her women’s tasks”; Minchin (2006-2007: 217-218); Prauscello 
(2007: 212); Graziosi and Haubold (2010: 222); Buszard (2010: 86); Gagliardi (2011: 42-43); Stoevesandt 
(2016: 172-173). 
162 Prauscello (2007: 212) reviews the phrase ἄνδρεσσι μελήσει for her study of HomHymn 7, searching 




words may sound dismissive, but he actually intends to comfort his wife.”163 Philippe 
Rousseau has recently questioned the timing and purpose of Hector’s words. Though he, 
too, finds Andromache out of place, he argues that we should understand πόλεμος δ᾽ 
ἄνδρεσσι μελήσει as referring to “the specific battle in which the Trojans are involved, 
which provides the context and the subject matter of the conversation between the 
spouses” rather than “war” in its broad meaning.164 Nappi joins Rousseau in 
understanding Il. 6.490-493 more narrowly and not as a dogmatic bifurcation between 
war and the home.165 Thus recent scholarship has given space for a more nuanced 
understanding of this famous Book 6 moment and the larger implications of 
Andromache’s conversation with Hector. 
 As we have been discovering in the two previous chapters, men and women in the 
Iliad are not so starkly alienated from one another as those in the fifth century Athenian 
plays above.166 Indeed, the concept of ὁμοφροσύνη provides us with the key to 
understanding why that is the case in the Homeric epics. Hekabe and Helen have like-
minded relationships with men that show a harmonious desire for unity even in the face 
of contention and difficulty. We have also seen a lack of that like-minded unity in 
Helen’s relationship to her husband Paris. In the case of both women, ὁμοφροσύνη (like-
mindedness) expresses itself in varied and different ways because the characters and 
circumstances are themselves different. Andromache and Hector also express a like-
                                                 
163 Graziosi and Haubold (2003: 69-70). 
164 Rousseau (2015: 18-19, 24). 
165 Nappi (2015: 35-36). 
166 Pace Felson and Slatkin (2004: 100-101), who find that the divide between men and women renders 




mindedness in the face of contention and difficulty. We may view their ὁμοφροσύνη 
particularly in their expressions of closeness. This chapter will explore that closeness and 
its consequences. The first section will consider how Andromache and Hector present to 
one another their mutual regard and desire for communication in their speeches, their 
touch, and their visual communication. The second section will review their ὁμοφροσύνη 
by comparing Andromache with two of her doubles: Poulydamas, Hector’s warrior-
friend; and Cleopatra, the pleading wife from Phoenix’ para-narrative in Bk. 9. 
 
Ὁμοφροσύνη and Communication: Andromache with Hector 
 Andromache’s confrontation of her husband Hector in Bk. 6 of the Iliad, and his 
ensuing speeches, present yet another permutation of what I would like to identify as 
expressions of ὁμοφροσύνη between women and men. In this scene, husband and wife 
each seek the other out in a desire to make contact. Hector first goes to his own house, 
finds her absent, asks after other places she might be, and finally goes to the wall where 
she has gone (6.374-380). She runs down to meet him at the Skaian gate (6.394). This 
desire for contact is reflected also in their speeches, for they each communicate with care 
and listen to what other has said. They speak to one another of their personal isolation, 
potential isolation, and opposition to the thoughts or actions of the other, and yet they 
also communicate with reciprocity and a desire for united thought. This is what I am 
calling ὁμοφροσύνη between husband and wife, even though the outcome of their 




counsel to her husband points to this dynamic and the openness and seriousness with 
which Hector attends to her words demonstrates its scope. 
 Before we consider Andromache’s conversation with Hector and their mutual 
expressions of like-mindedness, we should remember that during their first exchange 
Hector is wearing his helmet, a helmet he pointedly removes halfway through the scene. 
Indeed, the Iliad consistently draws our attention to his donned helmet in Bk. 6 through 
the conventional epithet κορυθαιόλος (“gleaming-helmed”).167 Its first occurrence in this 
book comes after Hector publically announces his intention to enter the city, and it is 
accompanied by a view of the hero in full armor––helmet on, shield tapping his neck and 
ankles as he moves (6.116-118): 
  ὣς ἄρα φωνήσας ἀπέβη κορυθαιόλος Ἕκτωρ 
  ἀμφὶ δέ μιν σφυρὰ τύπτε καὶ αὐχένα δέρμα κελαινόν,   117 
  ἄντυξ ἣ πυμάτη θέεν ἀσπίδος ὀμφαλοέσσης. 
 
  Having spoken thus, gleaming-helmed Hector departed 
  and about him, at the ankles and neck, the dark-hide struck,  
  and the rim of the bossed shield ran round it. 
 
                                                 
167 The epithet belongs almost exclusively to Hector in the Iliad and is frequently applied to him in the 
poem (Hector is called κορυθαιόλος in the following locations in the Iliad: 2.816; 3.83, 324; 5.680, 689; 
6.116, 263, 342, 359, 369, 440, 520; 7.158, 233, 263, 287; 8.160, 324, 377; 11.315; 12.230; 15.504; 17.96, 
122, 169, 188, 693; 18.21, 131, 284; 19.134; 20.430; and 22.232, 249, 355, 471; the exception is 20.38, 
when Ares is so described). However, its presence in Bk. 6 stands out for both its relative frequency there 
(7x) and for its careful use. Vivante (1982: 92) has remarked that this epithet “presents us the hero in the 
flashing instant of his appearance.” And Friedrich (2007: 76-77) has included it in his study of formulae in 
deliberate variatio. For Friedrich’s discussion of the compatibility of phrase-clustering and deliberate 




It is surprising to realize that Hector is again “gleaming-helmed” when he replies to 
Hekabe (6.263),168 when he does not reply to Paris (6.342),169 and twice when he answers 
Helen (6.359, 369). The same is true when he first sees Andromache and they talk 
(6.440).170 Hector continues to be helmeted throughout his initial conversation with 
Andromache. But Hector’s κορυθαιόλος epithet drops out in favor of φαίδιμος 
(“brilliant”) when the helmet terrifies Astyanax and must be removed (6.466, 472, 494). 
Un-helmeted, Hector prays to Zeus. And he is bare-headed when he talks to Andromache 
for the second time. He will not be called κορυθαιόλος again until he resumes his helmet; 
at the end of the book it reappears as he upbraids Paris (6.520).171  
 Hector’s helmet, then, should gain our notice both in its presence and its absence, 
particularly when we consider the dynamics of Andromache and Hector’s interaction. 
Visually and metaphorically, the helmet represents a distance that the pair must try to 
                                                 
168 Kirk (1990: 2:196, ad 6.263) comments on its use here: “Hektor retains his fullest formular description 
as μέγας κορυθαίολος, though it is not really appropriate to this conversation with his mother.” I would 
argue instead that the narrator means to remind us that Hector is clad from head to toe in full war gear, even 
when conversing with his intimates.  
169 In this scene, the poem draws a sharp contrast between Hector who wears full armor and Paris who 
wears none; particular focus comes to rest on one more item in Hector’s panoply: the ten-cubit spear whose 
sharp bronze tip beams with light (6.318-322). Cf. Clader (1976: 15). 
170 Kirk (1990: 2:207, ad 6.359) remarks that “in neither case [i.e. with Hekabe and Helen] is the singer 
tempted to replace the formidable μέγας κορυθαίολος by the less martial φαίδιμος,” and notes both that 
φαίδιμος appears in a speech formula elsewhere and that poet has freedom to recast such verses as he wills. 
Kirk (1990: 2:219, ad 6.440-65) finally sees significance in the epithet at 6.440 when Hector speaks to 
Andromache.  
171 Boedeker (1974: 25) considers another epithet’s similar contextual suggestiveness and movement in Bk. 
14 when φιλομμειδὴς Ἀφροδίτη (“smiling Aphrodite,” 14. 211) hands her magic love charm to Hera. Hera 
then assumes Aphrodite’s smiling quality as she tucks the charm away (μείδησεν, μειδήσασα, 14.222-223). 
Boedeker argues that Hera’s smile is imbued with an erotic quality from its close contact with Aphrodite’s 
epithet. Cf. Edwards (1987b: 211) for his remarks on the unusual quality of this transition of Hector’s 




overcome.172 Indeed, its inherent distancing power manifests physically as Astyanax 
cringes into his nurse’s breast, away from the sight of his father and the fearsome 
nodding plumes of his helmet (6.466-473): 
  ἄψ δ᾽ ὁ πάϊς πρὸς κόλπον ἐϋζώνοιο τιθήνης 
  ἐκλίνθη ἰάχων, πατρὸς φίλου ὄψιν ἀτυχθείς,  
  ταρβήσας χαλκόν τε ἰδὲ λόφον ἱππιοχαίτην, 
  δεινὸν ἀπ᾽ ἀκροτάτης κόρυθος νεύοντα νοήσας·     470 
 
  But back to the bosom of his lovely-belted nurse shrank 
  his son, crying out, terrified at the sight of his dear father, 
  afraid of the bronze and the horsehair plume 
  thinking it nodded dreadfully from the helmet’s peak. 
 
It comes as a surprise to realize that in the first seemingly intimate conversation, between 
husband and wife, Hector is helmeted. While Hector’s helmet rests on his head, Hector 
remains partially removed from his wife.173 And yet, despite the distance this symbol 
fosters, Andromache does not shrink from confronting her husband and attempting to 
bridge the divide. Instead, at the same time that the poem prompts us to view Hector fully 
clad as a warrior, it also prepares us for Andromache’s approach and speech.  
 The poem grants Andromache a measure of authority even before she speaks. The 
narrator brings the poem to a quiet pause as Hector and Andromache come together under 
the great Trojan wall. After so much bustle and noise, the poem now introduces Hector’s 
lady and infant son in a tableau. Here the narrator identifies Andromache not simply as 
the wife of Hector, but recounts her native city and her father who ruled there (6.394-
398). The passage has been noted before for its beautiful ring composition and the 
                                                 
172 As an earlier example, the helmet and armor highlights the qualitative distance between Hector and his 
brother. Schein (1984: 175) has called Hector’s helmet a symbol of his heroism.  




cumulative building of her identity,174 but it also situates Andromache in terms of power. 
Her father was a ruler of men and his daughter is wife to Hector (6.397-398).175 A weight 
settles on her with this demarcation, such that Andromache seems to take on some 
authority or status from both father and husband, just as her son Astyanax takes on the 
honor and status of his father when the narrator identifies him moments later (6.402-403). 
When Andromache does speak, we know who she is, whose she is, and where she comes 
from. What she says proves her observant and shrewd. 
 Her speech dwells on the gap between their understandings and seeks constantly to 
bridge it with a variety of methods: with physical contact, with reasoned argument, and 
with affection. Andromache’s first attempt to overcome their isolation comes in the form 
of physical contact. When Andromache grasps Hector’s hand (6.406), she begins the 
couple’s series of attempts to connect and communicate with one another. This physical 
connection with her husband manifests the larger intellectual and social connection that 
she will attempt to negotiate with him and he with her. Her gesture is not empty or simply 
formulaic; Hector also reaches out to Andromache later on, stroking her with his hand 
before his final speech to her (6.485) in an attempt to reconcile their remaining 
differences. 
 From physical contact Andromache launches her speech. Andromache discloses her 
concerns to Hector in a way that fluctuates between the isolation she foresees for them 
both if he continues on the field and the unified thought and action she would most like. 
                                                 
174 Kirk (1990: 2:210-211 ad 6.394-399). 





Unlike Hekabe and Priam’s exchange in Bk. 24, which shows explicit concern for the 
separation between “I” and “we,” Andromache’s speech displays foremost the 
distinctness of singular “I” and “you” and leaves “we” mostly as the implicit alternative. 
She concentrates on “I” and “you” when she tells Hector that since he does not pity her 
she will soon be widowed and their son orphaned (6.408-409) and again at the end of her 
speech when she tells him to take pity for the same reasons (6.431-432). Andromache 
speaks of Hector’s isolation as well as her own when she notes that he will be effectively 
caught alone on the battlefield (6.409-410). If he pursues his fate alone, he will leave her 
alone in pain without comfort (6.411-412). Separated from him, her death is preferable, 
since she is already an orphan of a family that perished in various states of isolation 
(6.411-413). Her father’s death comes first, alone honored by Achilles and bewept by 
mountain nymphs (6.414-420). Her brothers all perished when they were isolated from 
others, tending sheep and cattle (6.421-424). And her mother, sold as a slave apart from 
her husband and children, died apart from them as well, in her father’s halls (6.425-428). 
 But in calling attention to their imminent separation in so many ways, Andromache 
simultaneously reveals a desire for togetherness and for thoughts inclined in the same 
direction. She begins reproachfully (δαιμόνιε, φθείσει σε τεὸν μένος, οὐδ᾽ ἐλεαίρεις | 
παῖδά τε νηπίαχον καὶ ἔμ᾽ ἄμμορον, 6.407-408). In chastising Hector for his lack of pity 
and the separation it effects, Andromache is really pointing out that he should instead 
prefer the unity of husband with wife and child.176 That is, he should pursue the 
                                                 
176 As Monsacré (1984: 79) notes, Andromache makes their familial unity even more explicit in Bk. 





understood “we” instead of the “I” he currently favors. Satisfying “I” alone, she thinks, 
will cause his doom as well as hers. That bond of “we” also underpins her declaration 
that Hector’s death will leave her with no other θαλπωρή, “comfort/cheering,” and she 
would be better off dead (6.410-413). The word θαλπωρή casts light on the nature of their 
relationship, giving it a depth that Andromache builds on as her speech progresses.177 
Over the course of 6.413-428 Andromache relates the sad fate of her family at Thebes 
and, crucially, ends by consolidating mother, father, and brothers into one person: her 
husband (6.429-430).178  
  Ἕκτορ, ἀτὰρ σύ μοί ἐσσι πατὴρ καὶ πότνια μήτηρ 
  ἠδὲ κασίγνητος, σὺ δέ μοι θαλερὸς παρακοίτης.     430 
 
  Hector, but you are my father and lady mother 
  and brother, and you are my stout husband. 
 
She transforms the solitary “you” from the beginning of her speech into a plural idea and 
ties it to herself in a complex “we.”179 Theirs, then, is a strong, dynamic relationship. It is 
life giving, for they have produced a son and her death were better than life without him; 
it is a cause of comfort and cheer (θαλπωρή); it is complex and important, encompassing 
several types of family relationships. Andromache thus elucidates for her husband what 
“we” means, its worth, and her urgent desire to maintain their unity. Since everything she 
has said points to the horrors of their individual solitude and the benefits belonging to 
                                                 
177 See Arthur (1981: 34) for her discussion of Andromache’s fitting use of this word to convey the 
complexity of her love for Hector. 
178 Kakridis (1949: 11-42) calls appearance of such persons in this order the “ascending scale of affection.” 
179 Tsagalis (2004: 97) notes that this is the first moment in Andromache’s speech where the 1st and 2nd 
person deictic markers come so close together, showing “the closeness between herself and Hector and 




“we,” she advises that Hector do his military duty by accommodating that “we” and fight 
from the wall (6.433-439). 
 It is worth reemphasizing that Andromache’s speech joins harsh notes of 
confrontation, frustration, and reproach to her message advocating a desire for unity and 
harmony. At this moment, we recall, Hector still wears his helmet–that symbol of 
distance. And yet, Hector does not rebuff her; rather his reply negotiates with 
Andromache’s opposition. It is commonly noted that Hector avoids replying directly to 
Andromache’s advice to fight from the wall. Nevertheless, he demonstrates that he has 
listened to her concerns for him and for herself, for solitude and unity. He also argues his 
own position even while he echoes Andromache’s language of isolation and unity.180 In 
this way his answer further reveals the dynamics involved in this couple’s use of 
ὁμοφροσύνη, like-mindedness, to pursue a like-minded outcome.  
 Hector’s opening words trace the pattern with which this man and woman speak still 
further. Husband reassures wife that he has been listening and that her advice is 
worthwhile when he replies, “Indeed, all these things cause me anxiety, too, woman” (ἦ 
καὶ ἐμοὶ τάδε πάντα μέλει, γύναι·, 6.441). Yet thoughts of isolation also weigh on 
Hector’s mind. He would be ashamed before all the men and women of Troy if he kept 
apart from the battle like a coward (αἴ κε κακὸς ὣς νόσφιν ἀλυσκάζω πολέμοιο, 6.443). 
Andromache is worried for his isolation on the battlefield, but he puts weight on the 
                                                 
180 Beck (2005: 128), conversely, sees an utter “lack of engagement” in Hector and Andromache’s 
interaction, and argues that in this famous encounter, the spouses “never exchange ideas or feelings.” Thus, 
for her, this scene conforms with the Iliad’s nature as a poem whose conversations “show the isolation of 
its characters and the primacy of conflict” (ibid., 144-145). Lohmann’s (1988: 40-47) view is preferable; 
for him, Hector’s multiple roles (“Rollenambivalenz”) makes his encounter with Andromache one of unity 




isolation her advice would bring him among his own people. Instead, he turns his 
thoughts back to expressing a desire for unity, but in terms of the men on the field and of 
his father. He says his heart has not enjoined him to hold back since he learned to fight 
among the Trojans at the front (6.445), where he wins renown (κλέος) for his father and 
for himself (6.446). In this way Hector immerses himself in a twofold sort of “we” on the 
battlefield. He stands with the others at the front and simultaneously with his father, for 
his successes and reputation there are both connected intimately with Priam’s.  
 Hector, however, brings his thoughts back to Andromache, the realities ahead, the 
solitude and yet persistent tie between them. He speaks now of his solitary pain, but even 
in phrasing it as his own burden, Hector is in the midst of communicating his like-
mindedness with Andromache by reformulating her words (6.450-463): 
  ἀλλ᾽ οὔ μοι Τρώων τόσσον μέλει ἄλγος ὀπίσσω,    450 
  οὔτ᾽ αὐτῆς Ἑκάβης οὔτε Πριάμοιο ἄνακτος 
  οὔτε κασιγνήτων, οἵ κεν πολέες τε καὶ ἐσθλοί 
  ἐν κονίηισι πέσοιεν ὑπ᾽ ἀνδράσι δυσμενέεσσιν, 
  ὅσσον σεῖ᾽, ὅτε κέν τις Ἀχαιῶν χαλκοχιτώνων  
  δακρυόεσσαν ἄγηται, ἐλεύθερον ἦμαρ ἀπούρας.     455 
  καί κεν ἐν Ἄργει ἐοῦσα πρὸς ἄλλης ἱστὸν ὑφαίνοις, 
  καί κεν ὕδωρ φορέοις Μεσσηΐδος ἠ᾽ Ὑπερείης 
  πόλλ᾽ ἀεκαζομένη, κρατερὴ δ᾽ ἐπικείσετ᾽ ἀνάγκη· 
  καί ποτέ τις εἴπησιν ἰδὼν κατὰ δάκρυ χέουσαν· 
  ‘Ἕκτορος ἥδε γυνή, ὃς ἀριστεύεσκε μάχεσθαι     460 
  Τρώων ἱπποδάμων, ὅτε Ἴλιον ἀμφεμάχοντο.’ 
  ὥς ποτέ τις ἐρέει· σοὶ δ᾽ αὖ νέον ἔσσεται ἄλγος 
  χήτει τοιοῦδ᾽ἀνδρὸς ἀμύνειν δούλιον ἦμαρ. 
 
  But, for me, the Trojan’s pain hereafter is not so great a cause  
  of anxiety, nor Hekabe’s herself, nor Priam’s the king, 
  nor my brothers’, who many and good 
  will fall in the dust under the hands of hostile men, 
  as much as your pain, when some one of the bronze-clad Achaians 
  leads you off as you weep, depriving you of the day of freedom, 




  and must port water from Messeis or Hyperia 
  very much unwilling, but strong necessity will be laid on you. 
  And when someday, seeing you pouring your tears out, someone says: 
  “This woman was the wife of Hector, who was the best at fighting 
  of all the horse-taming Trojans, when they fought about Troy.” 
  So someone will speak, someday. But your pain will be fresh again for you, 
  for lack of the man who could keep off the day of slavery. 
 
Andromache had encompassed in Hector her father, mother, brothers, and husband. Now 
Hector does the same for Andromache, casting it in such a way that it is at once personal 
and interpersonal.181 No one’s pain causes him as great anxiety as hers: not his people’s, 
not his mother’s, his father’s, his brothers’ (6.450-454). Arthur has argued that 
Andromache and Hector each use the ascending scale of affection to convey separate 
messages: hers, to show the joy he is to her; his, to express pain for her suffering and 
“sorrow at his own loss of honor.”182 But there is a uniting message inherent in Hector’s 
use of the same mode of communication as his wife. Hector reciprocates Andromache’s 
sense of primacy. His worry isolates him, but in voicing it this way he also tells 
Andromache that they are like-minded in their estimation of each other: they are a “we.”  
 Hector moves back to isolation as he envisions Andromache’s future as an Achaian 
slave. His solitary pain lies in her future solitary pain, yet he also ties himself and his 
wife together through it. Hector imagines Andromache led away, the burdens 
Andromache must bear for some foreign mistress: weaving another woman’s loom, 
porting water for her (6.454-458). All the while she suffers alone in her tears (6.455, 
                                                 
181 On the second use of the ascending scale of affection, see Kakridis (1949: 49-50). Tsagalis (2004: 120-
122) notes the parallel structure of these statements. Maronitis (2004: 35) observes that it “confirms his 
superlative bond with Andromache.” 




459). And when he imagines how some stranger might identify her saying, “This woman 
was the wife of Hector, who was best at fighting of the horse-taming Trojans when they 
fought about Troy” (6.460-461), he thinks of her renewed sense of pain and isolation 
from the loss of her husband, whose power had kept her free (6.462-463). His words 
show that he is attuned to her pain and loneliness in their separation; moreover, it 
constitutes great personal pain for him not to be there to ward off her enslavement.183 We 
may make this deduction because the imagined encounter and her reaction hang in a 
dependent clause from Hector’s initial claim that her pain is his greatest cause for 
anxiety. “As much as yours, when…” etc. begins the movement of thought that ends at 
line 463 (6.454-463). Thus Hector communicates a like-minded distress about his own 
death, their separation, and Andromache’s fate. The stranger’s words unite them in 
language, so that they are paired even after Hector’s death. Indeed, the perpetual unity of 
their association is what will freshen Andromache’s pain for suffering the physical loss of 
her husband (6.462-463). 
 The end of Hector’s speech dances between these concerns about separation and 
unity, bringing together the pains he has outlined and pointing him back toward the 
militant “we” from the start of his speech. He concludes (6.464-465): 
  ἀλλά με τεθνηῶτα χυτὴ κατὰ γαῖα καλύπτοι, 
  πρίν γ᾽ἔτι σῆς τε βοῆς σοῦ θ᾽ ἑλκηθμοῖο πυθέσθαι.  465  
 
                                                 
183 Contra some scholars, who argue that Hector imagines Andromache’s slavery only in terms of 
aggrandizing his own κλέος. For example, Clarke (1978: 395 n 37); Murnaghan (1999: 213), who argues 
that Hector “turn[s] his attention away from her pain” and onto himself and the importance of his future 
κλέος; Beck (2012: 166-167). Hector does think about his place in posterity, but he is also genuine in his 
shared pain with Andromache regarding her future as a widow. One concern does not obviate all others. On 
Andromache and Hector’s reciprocal importance to each other, see Schein (1984: 174); Edwards (1987b: 




  But may poured earth cover me over in death 
  before I hear your loud shout and know you are dragged off. 
 
Hector asserts that being together at the fall of Troy would cause greater pain for their 
closeness. They share a like-mind in their estimation of each other, the assessments 
Andromache has made of the battlefield, and in concerns for their future separation. Yet 
here Hector negotiates for his isolation from Andromache by not fighting from the wall. 
The free “we” holds more importance for Hector than the sort of “we” that, in his view, 
might cause him to be witness to her enslavement. Thus Hector will not acquiesce to 
Andromache’s counsel. He must put himself in the unity, the “we,” of his comrades at the 
front, for with them he believes he can be proactive in keeping Andromache secure––not 
to mention his people, mother, father, brothers––and retain everyone’s respect.184 He 
wants to be busy in causing action rather than reacting to the pressures of the war. He 
would rather be dead and buried assertively preventing Andromache’s slavery than live to 
know it has arrived and experience their ultimate separation and his own failure. 
 Then Hector falls silent for a space in a charming intermission. Father reaches for son 
Astyanax to the infant’s terror. The boy fears his father’s helmet as it nods above him. In 
this moment, the poem moves its attention to the living representation of Hector and 
Andromache’s unity and uses him to bring momentary harmony, as well as new openness 
and closeness to the couple: father and mother laugh out loud together at their son’s 
                                                 
184 Muich (2010-2011: 11-12) frames Hector’s response in terms of Hector privileging the polis over the 
oikos, the opposite of Andromache’s order (oikos and then polis), but as I indicate here, I am skeptical that 




reaction (6.470).185 After Hector removes the helmet, the feature that distinguishes him as 
a warrior, he takes his son into his arms and prays.186 
 Hector’s prayer is directed to Zeus for the future of his son, but it is also for 
Andromache. It, too, has a unifying aim. As Hector speaks to the deity, he also continues 
his communication and negotiation with his wife. The prayer includes all three immediate 
family members and binds them as a unit into a hoped-for future. It makes a number of 
connections between the three of them: father with son in regard to manhood and rule 
(6.476-480); son with mother, for it is clear Astyanax’ future prowess is supposed to 
bring joy to Andromache (χαρείη δὲ φρένα μήτηρ, 6.481); and husband with wife, for 
Hector has considered her and her future satisfaction in his prayer for their son. Indeed, 
Arthur has called this imagined scene “a portrait of mutual cooperation.”187 By praying 
for Astyanax’ manhood as the image of Hector’s (6.476-478), Hector seems to push his 
own demise into a distant future when perhaps Astyanax has been taught thoroughly by 
the father he will emulate and surpass. Though the prayer is directed to Zeus, Hector 
                                                 
185 Since the ancient commentators, Astyanax has been recognized as a symbol of Andromache and 
Hector’s union; thus the scholiast ad 6.404b: σύνδεσμος γὰρ ἀνδρῶν καὶ γυναικῶν ἡ παιδοποιΐα (Erbse, 
1969-1988). Similarly, Lohmann (1988: 47) sees Astyanax as an embodiment of the current meeting of 
husband and wife: “Das Kind ver körpert einmal das Motiv der Begegnung.” See also Whitman’s (1958: 
208) observation that this scene in Bk. 6 displays the male and female worlds “mysteriously unified in the 
images of the infant Astyanax and Andromache’s laughter amid tears.” Astyanax makes another 
appearance as a binding force in Andromache’s lament of Bk. 22 when she expresses the interdependency 
of the three of them (πάϊς δ᾽ ἔτι νήπιος αὔτως, | ὃν τέκομεν σύ τ᾽ ἐγώ τε δυσάμμοροι· οὔτε σὺ τούτωι | 
ἔσσεαι, Ἕκτορ, ὄνειαρ, ἐπεὶ θάνες, οὔτε σοὶ οὗτος, 22.484-486). Edwards (1987b: 57-58) discusses the 
complex structure of Andromache’s statement as a way to convey emotion. 
186 Schadewaldt (1965: 221-224) has argued that Andromache and the un-helmed Hector at last come 
together at this moment, passing the child between them (“Der Weg des Kindes zum Vater und vom Vater 
zur Mutter zwingt sichtbar die Gestalten zueinander”). Arthur (1981: 39), however, differs; she calls it “a 
false resolution because it was achieved not by truly merging the two spheres into one, but by 
subordinating one to the other.” 




seems to be sending a message to Andromache also: “There will be time yet before our 
mutual fears are realized. Put your hope in our son growing to manhood, who can bring 
you joy then (even if I am no longer there).” 
 Yet Hector has not fully succeeded in creating a like mind between himself and his 
wife. When Hector hands Astyanax back to Andromache, she is laughing but she is also 
in tears (6.482-485): 
  ὣς εἰπων ἀλόχοιο φίλης ἐν χερσὶν ἔθηκεν 
  παῖδ᾽ ἑόν· ἣ δ᾽ ἄρα μιν κηώδεϊ δέξατο κόλπωι, 
  δακρυόεν γελάσασα. πόσις δ᾽ ἐλέησε νοήσας, 
  χειρί τέ μιν κατέρεξεν ἔπος τ᾽ ἔφατ᾽ ἔκ τ᾽ ὀνόμαζεν·   485   
 
  So he spoke and placed in his dear wife’s hands 
  his son. And she took him then into her fragrant bosom, 
  laughing amid her tears. And her husband contemplated it and pitied her, 
  and stroked her with his hand, said her name, and spoke: 
 
 The juxtaposition within line 484 above is striking, for it shows Andromache’s 
conflicting reactions and it reveals how Hector listens even to unvoiced communication 
from his wife. She laughs through her tears; she has understood the content and intent of 
Hector’s words, but her previous worries remain. Hector, on the other hand, turns her 
reaction over in his mind (νοήσας) and feels pity for her. Since he perceives that her 
anxieties remain, he makes another attempt to bridge the divide that remains. This time 
he reaches out physically as she had done to him earlier,188 caressing her with his hand 
before making a final speech to address their remaining differences.  
 Now Hector begins again in an attempt to alleviate her anxiety and achieve a like-
minded unity between them through isolation, as he suggested in his earlier speech. But 
                                                 




his attempt ultimately fails. He recognizes Andromache’s lonely distress and urges her 
not to be too grieved by it (6.486). When he tells her that no one could send him to Hades 
beyond his fate and that no other living person has escaped his lot (6.487-489), he voices 
traditional shared knowledge.189 By appealing to such universal truth, then, he negotiates 
a path toward a unifying idea and attempts resolution. He tells her to go home and look 
after her work there: the loom and the distaff, and the management of their servants at 
work (6.490-492). So Hector sends his wife to the house to distract her mind and hands 
with other work.190 He ends his speech by placing the anxiety of the war in the hands of 
all the men of Troy, and in his own particularly (6.492-493). We note here how strongly 
Hector enjambs πᾶσι, ‘all,’ at the head of 6.493; he emphasizes the unity involved in the 
operation, engaging once more with the anxiousness about his isolation she expressed in 
her speech191 and the “we” of the battlefield he had expressed in his first speech. She will 
be in company in one sphere, he in company in another; unified in their like-minded 
pursuit of separate tasks.192 
 In some regards, these two reach a delicate resolution from their mutually expressive 
conversation, for Andromache does go home as Hector requested and he to war. Yet even 
in this apparent divide, neither party fully takes leave of the other (6.495-496).  
                                                 
189 Graziosi and Haubold (2010: 221, ad 6.487-489). 
190 Lefkowitz (2007: 31) voices a similar understanding of Hector’s motivation for his instruction here. 
This distinction is important because we must note that Andromache was not the sole woman at the wall. 
Many Trojan wives and daughters had come out to meet him and to ask after their loved ones (6.237-240). 
He bid them pray to the gods, as was his initial mission’s goal but he does not dismiss them to their homes. 
Instead, the poem tells us that “cares were latched on to many” (6.241). Whether this was visualized for 
Hector, we cannot say with certainty, but the poet certainly makes the audience aware of their distress. 
191 See 6.409-410 in particular. 
192 We must remember, however, that Hector does not entirely leave Andromache at the homefront. As we 




      ἄλοχος δὲ φίλη οἶκόνδε βεβήκει     495 
   ἐντροπαλιζομένη, θαλερὸν κατὰ δάκρυ χέουσα. 
  
      And his dear wife started homeward 
   but kept turning to face him, pouring forth big tears. 
 
Without speaking, Andromache expresses herself to Hector, turning physically and 
visually back to him: she has listened and acted according to his suggestion, but her 
thoughts still hold to her earlier fears.193 And once she arrives home, she rouses her 
servants to work and sing a dirge for the living Hector (6.497-502).  
 Even at their parting, the poem displays the unity between Hector and Andromache. 
Just as Andromache turns to look back at her husband, the poem suggests that Hector 
lingers looking back at his wife.194 The narrator draws out the moment, first by watching 
Andromache’s full journey home (6.497-502), then by offering a long simile as Paris 
makes his way back to the Skaian gate (6.503-514), before drawing our eyes back to 
Hector as Paris reaches him (6.514-516):   
             αἶψα δ᾽ ἔπειτα 
   Ἕκτορα δῖον ἔτετμεν ἀδελφεόν, εὖτ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ἔμελλεν   515 
   στρέψεσθ᾽ ἐκ χώρης ὅθι ἧι ὀάριζε γυναικί. 
 
              Then quickly 
   he found his brother, divine Hector, just as he was about to  
   turn from the place where he had been intimately speaking with his wife. 
 
                                                 
193 Helen Lovatt (2013: 226) remarks that this moment is the beginning of a long-lived trope of the 
abandoned woman gazing after the departing hero.  
194 Thus I align my reading of this scene with Edwards (1987b: 212) and Graziosi and Haubold (2010: 35). 
Lovatt (2013: 232) points out that women’s epic gaze in the departing-hero-context “make[s] the men look 
back.” I suggest that the more explicit descriptions of men looking back in later epic have their source here 
in Iliad 6, just as women’s gazes do. See also Douglas Cairns’ (2005: 142) intriguing discussion of how the 
eyes were used to convey social meaning among the ancient Greeks, in which he notes that the ancients 




Helmet restored, Hector is ready to reenter battle (κόρυθ᾽ εἵλετο φαίδιμος Ἕκτωρ | 
ἵππουριν, 6.494-495), but has yet to turn away from where he and Andromache were 
speaking (ἔμελλεν).  
 While the context suggests that Hector reciprocates Andromache’s last looks, the 
narrator is overt in characterizing the pair’s interaction. In using the verb ὀαρίζω, he 
points to the couple’s underlying desire to negotiate toward a shared position. It suggests 
both intimacy and mutuality. This verb appears again in Bk. 22, as Hector envisions 
negotiating with Achilles to exchange Helen and riches for peace (22.111-120). But mid-
thought, Hector declares it impossible to speak to Achilles as a young man and young 
woman do (22.126-128). 
   οὐ μέν πως νῦν ἐστιν ἀπὸ δρυὸς οὐδ᾽ ἀπὸ πέτρης   126 
   τῶι ὀαριζέμεναι, ἅ τε παρθένος ἠΐθεός τε, 
   παρθένος ἠΐθεός τ᾽ ὀαρίζετον ἀλλήλοιιν. 
 
   It is utterly impossible now from tree or from rock 
   to speak intimately with him, in the ways a young woman and young man, 
   as a young woman and young man speak intimately each to the other. 
 
In this remarkable passage with its repetition (epanalepsis) and sense of reflection, 
Hector emphasizes the unity of the pair with the dual forms (ὀαρίζετον ἀλλήλοιιν).195 
Ultimately, the negotiating and unity of men and women, of husbands and wives (ὄαρες, 
                                                 
195 Seldom does an epanalepsis of a phrase occur at line end and then at the start of the next (elsewhere in 
the Iliad only at 20.371-372 and 23.641-642)(Richardson, 1993: 6:120-121, ad loc.). Richardson also notes 
the way the chiasmus and final duals “draw the two parties together.” In Segal’s (1971b: 36) view, Hector’s 
use of the verb ὀαρίζω “has a special reference to his own tragedy. It not only contrasts his imminent doom 
with a happier past which he is vainly defending, but it also recalls his own ill-fated bonds of love and 
marriage.” Applying modern psychology, Burnett (1991: 284-285) sees a repressed element of shame in 
Hector’s vision of a secret meeting between lovers. For Rabel (1997: 191), this repeated vision of young 
men and women springs from “the figures emblazoned on the shield of Achilleus,” that is, from the 




ὀαρίζω), is unthinkable with Achilles.196 But in Bk. 6, the narrator’s use of the verb 
ὀαρίζω suggests that he sees Andromache and Hector’s conversation as an example of 
that kind of intimacy and back and forth exchange.197 They converse and negotiate 
intimately sometimes with words–by turns harsh and gentle–and sometimes by other 
means, carefully and persistently. The final vision of 6.514-516 is a moment of keen 
sadness and beauty because we see husband and wife stretching out their conversation in 
silence through these last mutual looks. And just when Paris––the figure of poor male-
female communication––returns, this moment draws our attention back to the idea of 
intimacy and communication.  
 Andromache reaffirms the importance of this complex, like-minded communication 
and connection with Hector in her final lament for him in Bk. 24. It carries the pride of 
place in closing her lament. Andromache begins by reasserting their unity even in the 
face of their separation, describing their son as “the one whom we gave life to, you and I, 
together fated for wretchedness” (ὃν τέκομεν σύ τ᾽ ἐγώ τε δυσάμμοροι, 24.727).198 She 
closes with an imagined scene of great intimacy (24.742-745): 
   Ἕκτορ. ἐμοὶ δὲ μάλιστα λελείψεται ἄλγεα λυγρά· 
   οὐ γάρ μοι θνήισκων λεχέων ἒκ χεῖρας ὄρεξας, 
   οὐδέ τί μοι εἶπες πυκινὸν ἔπος, οὗ τέ κεν αἰεί 
   μεμνήιμην νύκτας τε καὶ ἤματα δάκρυ χέουσα.    745 
 
   Hector. And for me especially will miserable pain remain, 
   since you did not stretch out your hands for me from your bed  
   as you were dying, nor did you speak a close word, which I might 
                                                 
196 Segal (1971b: 36-37) discusses agreements and youthful trysts as bonds that mark civilization in 
contrast to Achilles’ brutishness. 
197 Scully (2003: 187). 
198 Tsagalis (2004: 29) identifies a shared “common fate” as one of the elements of the γόος type of 




   forever remember during the nights and days my tears fall. 
 
Andromache’s final grief turns to what she now will never again have with her husband 
and the parting she was robbed of. Nancy Sultan has argued that Andromache’s grief here 
stems from her inability to transmit Hector’s κλέος properly without a final word (ἔπος) 
from him, since it is a wife’s formal duty to publicize his κλέος through lament.199 But 
Andromache knows all too well how Hector conducts himself on the battlefield, enough 
to guess how he died without viewing it herself. And Hector has said his fame will live 
on whenever someone sees her weeping (6.459-461). Her yearning for his words is less 
for the ability to pass on his κλέος, and more for a final moment of connection with her 
husband, now impossible. Indeed, this scene-never-to-be shows how much Andromache 
cherishes not only the verbal communication, but also the non-verbal that we have seen 
characterize the ὁμοφροσύνη she shares with Hector. The close word (πυκινὸν ἔπος) 
must be understood in light of the way Hector and Andromache have spoken intimately 
with one another (ὀαρίζε, 6.516): a communication of their mutual estimation, their 
ὁμοφροσύνη, even in the midst of separation and difference. Likewise, when 
Andromache pictures Hector’s desire for tactile communication with her (χεῖρας ὄρεξας), 
her imagined scenario is consistent with what we have already witnessed in Bk. 6 (6.406, 
485). Andromache, then, laments the lost opportunity for a kind of retiring scene (albeit a 
final one) (24.742-745).200 This is, of course, something only Briseis and Helen get in this 
                                                 
199 Sultan (1999: 91-93). 




poem. Helen’s is a negative and relatively unrestful version; Briseis’ is ache-inducing for 
how temporary it will be. 
 
Ὁμοφροσύνη Reexamined: Andromache and her Doubles, Poulydamas & Cleopatra 
 To see Andromache’s communication with Hector in fresh light, we may draw on 
Hector’s interaction with one male counterpart in particular: Poulydamas. While Hector 
interacts with many men in the Iliad, Poulydamas presents a special case. The poem notes 
how Andromache and Poulydamas each boast a unique intimacy with Hector that gives 
them space to speak to him as they do. Indeed, they give Hector much the same advice, 
advice which he fatally rejects. And finally, Poulydamas’ treatment of and treatment from 
Hector provide helpful points of comparison for the way Andromache and Hector speak 
to and about one another. These correspondences lead us in turn to the question of 
effectiveness. Why is Andromache’s speech ineffective in persuading Hector and 
Poulydamas’ speeches are only sometimes effective? Can a comparison of these two 
grant us a better understanding of what transpires between Andromache and Hector in 
Bk. 6 and how their relationship functions (i.e. why Andromache thought her speech was 
worth making at all)? Can it grant us a better understanding of where Hector and 
Andromache’s relationship falls on the larger map of male-female relationships within 
the poem? 
 We turn first to the question of intimacy, or closeness. The Iliad makes an effort to 
mark first Andromache and then Poulydamas as particularly close to Hector. As we have 




may make a widow of his wife (6.408-409, 432), that his death is tantamount to hers 
(6.410-413), and most famously, that he encompasses nearly every kind of familial 
intimacy for her: he is father, mother, brother, husband (6.429-430). Hector reciprocates 
Andromache’s sense of the primacy of their closeness (6.450-454). Nor does he leave his 
sentiment behind the walls of the city, either. Hector remarks aloud to his horses in battle 
that he takes pride in being Andromache’s husband (ἠ᾽ ἐμοί, ὅς πέρ οἱ θαλερὸς πόσις 
εὔχομαι εἶναι, 8.190). Andromache is with Hector even on the battlefield.201 
 The poet also singles out Poulydamas for his close relationship to Hector. The first 
time that Poulydamas is mentioned the two are set together as a pair at the head of a list 
of leading Trojans (Ἕκτορά τ᾽ἀμφὶ μέγαν καὶ ἀμύμονα Πουλυδάμαντα, 11.57).202 
Thereafter, Poulydamas constantly fights beside Hector. Indeed, he is on the field near 
the hero in every book from Bk. 12 through Bk. 18. When the Trojan forces are split into 
five groups in Bk. 12, Hector and Poulydamas lead the first battalion together (οἵ μὲν ἅμ᾽ 
Ἕκτορ᾽ ἴσαν καὶ ἀμύμονι Πουλυδάμαντι, 12.88).203 Poulydamas is among those who 
slant their shields over Hector to rescue him after Ajax knocks him down with a boulder 
(14.421-432). But most notably, and given curiously late in the poem, is the poet’s 
biographical note about Poulydamas (18.249-253): 
   τοῖσι δὲ Πουλυδάμας πεπνυμένος ἦρχ᾽ ἀγορεύειν 
   Πανθοίδης· ὃ γὰρ οἶος ὅρα πρόσσω καὶ ὀπίσσω·   250 
   Ἕκτορι δ᾽ ἦεν ἑταῖρος, ἰῆι δ᾽ ἐν νυκτὶ γένοντο, 
                                                 
201 This idea will be explored more fully later on in this chapter. 
202 Interestingly, Poulydamas comes before Aineias and the sons of Antenor (whose father we have seen 
among Priam’s close counselors) (11.56-60). 
203 Kebriones is added as a third leader to their number, but almost as kind of afterthought after the poet 
describes the men who followed Hector and Poulydamas (12.91). Kebriones comes along because he is 




   ἀλλ᾽ ὃ μὲν ἂρ μύθοισιν, ὃ δ᾽ ἔγχεϊ πολλὸν ἐνίκα· 
   ὅ σφιν ἔϋ φρονέων ἀγορήσατο καὶ μετέειπεν· 
 
   And to them Poulydamas the wise began to speak, 
   Panthoös’ son; because he alone saw before and behind him. 
   He was Hector’s companion and they were born on a single night, 
   but one was a master with words, the other far more with the spear; 
   he, with good sense, spoke and addressed them. 
 
The poet sets Poulydamas up as a kind of twin for Hector. Though their parentage is  
different, they were born together on a single night (note the plural γένοντο). Poulydamas 
is singled out as companion (ἑταῖρος) to Hector and the two of them seem to come as a 
complementary set: Poulydamas (ὃ μὲν) who excels with words and Hector (ὃ δ᾽) who 
excels with the spear. The poet thus represents their skills in terms of balance, making 
Poulydamas Hector’s other half.204 Indeed, James Redfield sees their relationship as a 
psychological manifestation of Hector himself, who “dramatize[s] the hero’s relation 
with himself” and “functions as Hector’s alter ego, the voice in his ear of warning and 
restraint.”205 Whether one accepts Redfield’s psychological formulation or not, 
Poulydamas clearly enjoys a special closeness to Hector in the Iliad.206 Moreover, the 
poem clarifies and confirms the intimacy between the two heroes moments before 
Poulydamas’ most significant advice to Hector. Just as Andromache takes pains to 
establish her closeness with Hector before she advises him to fight from the wall, the 
                                                 
204 Cf. Scully’s (1990: 117) comment that “often in early literature, the “divided self” of the defender 
mentality is split into two figures.” 
205 Redfield (1994: 143). In agreement, see Schofield (1986: 18-19); and Clark (2007): 95-103), who 
argues Poulydamas is Hector’s double. 
206 Edwards (1991: 5:176 ad 18.251-252) comments that “Pouludamas’ equality in age with Hektor 
emphasizes the surprising fact of his greater wisdom…it also gives Hektor greater freedom to accept or 
reject his advice.” There may be some truth to this statement. But as we shall see, it may really explain why 




poem does so on behalf of Poulydamas before he asserts the same advice. In this way, the 
poem makes Poulydamas a double of Andromache; her voice blends with and becomes 
his male voice.207 The parallel between these two figures, the wife and the warrior friend, 
has consequences for the way we read Hector and Andromache’s interaction in Bk. 6. 
Her voice carries real weight in part because her assessments are a warrior’s assessments, 
her advice, a fighting man’s advice.208  
 To say that Andromache’s voice gains some of its power from its resonances with the 
warrior voice is not to reject previous understandings of her role in the home. Scholars 
often focus their understanding of Andromache in terms of the domestic sphere, the 
family unit, and the good, lamenting wife.209 Their work has produced many fruitful 
investigations of Andromache and her role in these contexts. And yet, when we observe 
the parallel between Andromache and Poulydamas, the Iliad offers us another dynamic 
vision of this intriguing woman. This parallel reveals greater complexity in Andromache 
and in the poem as a whole. 
                                                 
207 Here I challenge the view voiced by Schein (1984: 185), that Poulydamas “seems to exist solely for the 
sake of his contrast to Hektor.” On the contrary, through his doubling with Andromache, Poulydamas helps 
us better understand the poem even in places where he does not appear. Monsacré (1984: 130) has argued 
that Andromache forms a double for Hector, but as the present investigation will show, Poulydamas 
provides a better fit for that role. 
208 Kakridis (1956: 25) cites an intriguing fragment of poetry by Solomos that perhaps carries hints of this 
idea, though Kakridis and Solomos both speak in the context of heroes overcoming female obstacles. The 
quotation is as follows: “for everything that women do finds an echo in the warrior’s heart, and that is the 
last external power fighting him; coming out of that fight he turns free as he did coming out of all previous 
fights.” 
209 Farron (1979: 25) comments that even these roles are rendered meaningless for her in the face of 
Hector’s death. Most recently, Muich (2010: 83-132) has argued that Andromache functions as the typical 
good wife, whose goodness and blameless suffering can stand in for all women’s, but she therefore has no 




 Andromache and Poulydamas’ closeness to Hector expresses itself in a distinctive 
way. Οf all other Trojan characters in the Iliad, they alone rebuke Hector for wrong-
doing or wrong-thinking with pointed, accusatory language. Andromache begins her 
speech to Hector with language we should find surprising for its reproachfulness and 
severity (6.407-410): 
   δαιμόνιε, φθείσει σε τεὸν μένος, οὐδ᾽ ἐλεαίρεις 
   παῖδά τε νηπίαχον καὶ ἔμ᾽ ἄμμορον, ἣ τάχα χήρη 
   σεῖ᾽ ἔσομαι· τάχα γάρ σε κατακτενέουσιν Ἀχαιοί 
   πάντες ἐφορμηθέντες.           410 
 
   Mad one! Your own might will destroy you, nor do you pity 
   your infant child and me, ill-fated, who soon will be 
   your widow; for soon the Achaians will slay you, 
   all of them mounting the attack. 
 
Andromache first addresses Hector as δαιμόνιε, one who has lost control of his faculties, 
a term almost universally used in reproof. Hector himself scathingly used the term against 
Paris only moments before in frustration with his brother’s behavior (τὸν δ᾽ Ἕκτωρ 
νείκεσσεν ἰδὼν αἰσχροῖς ἐπέεσσιν· | “δαιμόνι᾽, 6.325-326).210 Immediately, she confronts 
him with accusations, charging him with arrogance and dereliction of duty. Hector’s own 
strength will destroy him because he puts too much faith in it, and he will soon find 
himself isolated among the enemy (6.407-410). In the middle of this accusation she 
sandwiches another: Hector does not feel pity for his child or wife (οὐδ᾽ἐλεαίρεις). Taken 
together then, Andromache charges Hector with a type of wrong-doing and wrong-
                                                 
210 One might venture to translate this vocative word with a whole phrase: “What’s gotten into you?!” For 
a review of scholarly knowledge on this word see: Muich, (2010: 46, fn 20), and Brown (2011). I disagree 
with Muich’s interpretation of this word as a term of gentle affection, and follow Brown (2011: 498-528), 
who has recently demonstrated that in ancient epic the word marks negative discourse. The most 
straightforward interpretation–and the one most fitting the rest of Andromache’s speech–would have the 




thinking. She calls into question his efforts as a warrior and as a husband and father. 
Hector neither does what he should nor considers other possibilities. He needs to reassess 
and reconsider his current mentality and direction. With the rest of her speech, 
Andromache attempts to help Hector do so, offering historic context and an alternate 
strategy.  
 Hector does not ultimately follow Andromache’s advice in Bk. 6, but should we see 
her failure as the inevitable product of rebuking her husband and advising him on war? or 
of stepping beyond her natural place?211 Perhaps not. Poulydamas’ behavior toward 
Hector and the content of his speeches shed light on a possible answer to this question. 
Poulydamas twice confronts Hector as Andromache does, with frank reproach and a 
desire to correct.212 He gives Hector tactical advice on four separate occasions. When he 
offers counsel in relatively public settings, either in general assembly or among the 
Trojan chiefs, he refrains from personally attacking Hector.213 But when he speaks to 
Hector apart from others, Poulydamas vigorously rebukes his companion. In Bk. 12, after 
                                                 
211 Aristarchus famously objected to 6.433-439 on the grounds that Andromache was rivaling Hector in 
generalship, thus clearly overstepping her bounds with words “not at home” (ἀνοίκειοι) in her mouth 
(Scholion ad 6.433-439, Erbse, 1969-1988). A number of modern scholars also think Andromache speaks 
out of turn in this moment, grounded in either the speech itself or in Hector’s closing speech to 
Andromache. See for example: Lohmann (1970: 96-97); Farron (1979: 24); Minchin (2007: 162-163), who 
thinks “Hector tells his wife that she has adopted a speech act inappropriate to a woman”; Muich (2010: 
115-116); Gagliardi (2011: 42); Buchan (2012: 118-119), who sees Andromache as moving beyond her 
realm and Hector’s exhortation that she return home a restoration of the proper “sexual apartheid”; 
Rousseau (2015: 19-22), who comments Hector finds Andromache’s absence from their home “almost 
scandalous.” 
212 Mackie (1996: 33) notes the “outspoken” distinctiveness of Poulydamas’ speeches to Hector in this 
regard. 
213 Poulydamas first gives advice in public at 12.61-79, addressing Hector and the rest of the chiefs, though 
the poet says he speaks to Hector: (δὴ τότε Πουλυδάμας θρασὺν Ἕκτορα εἶπε παραστάς· | Ἕκτορ τ᾽ἠδ᾽ 
ἄλλοι Τρώων ἀγοὶ ἠδ᾽ ἐπικούρων, 12.60-61). The second public speech is in the full assembly of the 
Trojans at 18.243-283 (Τρῶες…ἐς δ᾽ἀγορὴν ἀγέροντο, 18.243, 245). Pace Clark (2007: 94), who reads 




he has already once succeeded in persuading Hector to follow his advice, Poulydamas 
sees a bird sign from Zeus and approaches his companion privately (12.210-215).   
   δὴ τότε Πουλυδάμας θρασὺν Ἕκτορα εἶπε παραστάς·  210 
   “Ἕκτορ ἀεὶ μέν πώς μοι ἐπιπλήσσεις ἀγορῆισιν 
   ἐσθλὰ φραζομένωι, ἐπεὶ οὐδὲ μὲν οὐδὲ ἔοικεν 
   δῆμον ἐόντα πάρεξ ἀγορευέμεν, οὔτ᾽ ἐνὶ βουλῆι 
   οὔτέ ποτ᾽ ἐν πολέμωι, σὸν δὲ κράτος αἰὲν ἀέξειν· 
   νῦν αὖτ᾽ ἐξερέω, ὥς μοι δοκεῖ εἶναι ἄριστα.     215 
    
   Then indeed Poulydamas stood beside bold Hector and spoke: 
   “Hector, somehow you always attack me in the assembly  
   when I point out worthy things, since it is not at all fitting 
   to address one of the demos214 wrongly, not in council 
   nor ever in battle, and always to strengthen your power. 
   Now once more I will speak out as seems best to me. 
 
Some have observed the inconsistency in Poulydamas’ accusation since Hector actually 
followed his previous advice (12.61 ff.).215 But this passage stands out for other reasons 
also: for its tone (accusatory), for its interpersonal context (man-to-man), and for the fact 
that it is not a solitary example. Poulydamas first chides Hector for his faults (whether on 
recent display or not), then offers his own insight, as we saw Andromache do earlier in 
Bk. 6. Hector rejects Poulydamas’ interpretation of the bird sign and, in reply, berates 
                                                 
214 This is a difficult passage (12.213-214). West (2011) has followed the reading δῆμον, while Bentley 
suggests reading δῆμου (See West’s app crit. ad loc.). For discussion of the possibilities, see Hainsworth 
(1993: 3:341). Hainsworth seems to read the infinitive ἀέξειν as part of a dependent clause with ἐόντα as its 
subject (ibid.), while Lattimore and Fitzgerald’s translations seem to follow Leaf’s (1900: ad 12.213) 
suggestion to understand ἔοικεν from 212, taking it as a second complementary infinitive. I follow the latter 
understanding, taking it as a second accusation. 
215 Aristonicus comments in the scholion ad 12.211a (σημειοῦνταί τινες ὅτι τοῦτο ὡς γενόμενον λέγει, 
γινόμενον δὲ οὐ παρίστησι. καὶ παρεῖται ἡ πρόθεσις· ἐν ἀγροραῖς γάρ. τινὲς δὲ οὕτως ὅτι ἀ γ ο ρ ῇ σ ι ν 
ἀντὶ τοῦ ἀγορεύσεσιν εἴρηκεν.) and Didymus ad 12.211-212 (προδιορθώσει χρῆται εἰδὼς ἀπειθήσοντα· 
πρώην δὲ (cf. M 61-79) οὐχ οὕτω διὰ τὸ κεχαρισμένα λέγειν.)(Erbse, 1969-1988); Clark (2007: 87) 





Poulydamas on multiple fronts (12.230 ff.).216 But this is not the only time Poulydamas 
speaks harshly with Hector, nor does the next occasion elicit the same response from him.  
 In Bk. 13, Poulydamas again deploys his advice by leading with accusation (13.725-
746). Poulydamas criticizes Hector for not listening to good advice (Ἕκτορ, ἀμήχανός 
ἐσσι παραρρητοῖσι πιθέσθαι, 13.726) and for self-aggrandizement beyond his god-given 
talents (13.727-728). He dwells on these chastisements for some time before suggesting 
that his own excellence lies in wisdom (ἄλλωι δ᾽ ἐν στήθεσσι τιθεῖ νόον εὐρύοπα Ζεύς | 
ἐσθλόν, 13.732)217, a suggestion he immediately follows with an assessment of the 
battlefield and advice (13.732-735). Whereas his reproach and advice were rejected in 
Bk. 12, this time Poulydamas succeeds in persuading Hector (ἅδε δ᾽ Ἕκτορι μῦθος 
ἀπήμων, 13.748). Moreover, he advises retreat. Hector’s positive response to this advice 
indicates that he may approve counsel other than forward motion against the enemy. 
Although Poulydamas does not suggest a massive retreat into the city as he will later 
advise in Bk. 18, nevertheless he advocates a step back from the Trojan’s previous 
forward momentum. Taken together, these passages show two interesting features: first, 
that Poulydamas speaks harshly to Hector only when they are speaking in private; 
second, that Poulydamas’ private, reproving advice to Hector in the Iliad meets with both 
failure and success.218 
                                                 
216 He says that the gods have destroyed Poulydamas’ senses (12.234), and that Poulydamas is a coward, 
always shrinking back from the fight (12.243-247). Both accusations are demonstrably false. 
217 At 18.252, the poet confirms Poulydamas’ superior skill in speech and Hector’s excellence in fighting: 
ἀλλ᾽ ὃ μὲν ἂρ μύθοισιν, ὃ δ᾽ ἔγχεϊ πολλὸν ἐνίκα. 
218 Mackie (1996: 31-32) has noted the tendency for Hector’s allies to blame him “only in private”; 





The warrior voice, doubled 
 This speech bears further remark about its content and its consequences for our 
understanding of Andromache as advisor/commentator in the Iliad. Namely, it further 
bolsters the parallel between Andromache and Poulydamas and indicates that Hector 
treated Andromache’s speech seriously in Bk. 6. In the present passage, Poulydamas 
presents himself as a skilled purveyor of wisdom, whose advice is worth both 
consideration and action (13.732-735). He points out how the fighting surrounds Hector 
(πάντηι γάρ σε περὶ στέφανος πολέμοιο δέδηεν, 13.736) while some Trojans stand idle 
and others face overwhelming numbers (13.738-739). Hector carries the weight of battle 
and the attention of the enemy.219 Poulydamas’ assessment of the battlefield recalls 
Andromache’s words to mind. Near the beginning of her speech, Andromache predicted 
that Hector’s overconfidence in his own strength would isolate him among the enemy to 
deadly consequences (τάχα γάρ σε κατακτενέουσιν Ἀχαιοί | πάντες ἐφορμηθέντες, 6.409-
410). As events unfold, we hear in Poulydamas’ warning a warrior’s appraisal echoing 
Andromache’s earlier warning. Though Hector has not yet been slain, Andromache’s 
assessments ring true. Her good tactical judgement has manifested itself in reality, 
affirmed by Poulydamas’ sound judgment and Hector’s consent to a temporary change in 
tactic. 
                                                 
219 Cf. 13.673-687, where the narrator tells us that Hector remains unware of the trouble other Trojans face 




 The poem reasserts the parallel between warrior friend and wife in Bk. 18 when 
Andromache’s voice blends with Poulydamas’ in advising Hector. Both urge him to fight 
from the wall and stress the danger Achilles poses to fighting men and the inhabitants of 
a city (18.254-283). Scholars have noted the similarity of their ultimate message, but 
have not discussed it in detail, nor its ultimate repercussions.220 In Bk. 6, as we have seen, 
Andromache advocated engaging the enemy close to the city wall to protect a weak 
section where the Achaians had a history of attacking (6.431-439). Poulydamas gives 
Hector and the assembled Trojans much the same advice as Andromache’s at three stages 
in his speech. He states upfront that the Trojans should retreat to the city and the wall 
(18.254-256): 
  ἀμφὶ μάλα φράζεσθε, φίλοι· κέλομαι γὰρ ἐγώ γε 
  ἄστυδε νῦν ἰέναι, μὴ μίμνειν ἠῶ δῖαν        255 
  ἐν πεδίωι παρὰ νηυσίν· ἑκὰς δ᾽ ἀπὸ τείχεός εἰμεν. 
 
  Consider carefully, friends. For I myself advise 
  that we go now to the city and not await the divine dawn 
  on the field beside the ships; we are far off from the wall. 
 
He says it again in the middle of his speech (ἀλλ᾽ ἴομεν προτὶ ἄστυ, 18.266). And at the 
close, he reiterates and elaborates the strategy they should enact. All the men should stay 
the night in the market behind the tight security of the wall and gate (18.273-276). Then, 
at dawn, all the men should arm themselves and fight from stations on the wall (πρωῒ δ᾽ 
                                                 
220 Alden (2000: 273, see also 281) briefly remarks that Poulydamas “consistently argues for defensive 
strategy, rather like Andromache in book 6.” Tsagalis (2004: 128) remarks that “Andromache seems…to 
adopt a kind of discourse most typical of Polydamas throughout the Iliad,” but views it as “a role alien to a 
woman.” In a footnote, Rousseau (2015: 32 fn 13) comments “Andromache’s warning, if the gods had 
allowed it to be heeded, would have been able to save Troy, as would those of Polydamas in Books 12.211-
29, 18.254-83.” Rousseau does not investigate the parallel between these two figures any further. His 




ὑπηοῖοι σὺν τεύχεσι θωρηχθέντες | στησόμεθ᾽ ἂμ πύργους, 18.277-278). If anything, 
Andromache’s advice to fight from the wall is far more particular in its stratagem since 
she wants to guard a historically weak point on the wall (6.431, 433-434): 
  ἀλλ᾽ ἄγε νῦν ἐλέαιρε καὶ αὐτοῦ μίμν᾽ ἐπὶ πύργωι    431 
  … 
  λαὸν δὲ στῆσον παρ᾽ ἐρινεόν, ἔνθα μάλιστα      433 
  ἀμβατός ἐστι πόλις καὶ ἐπίδρομον ἔπλετο τεῖχος. 
    
  But come now, take pity and stay here on the wall 
  … 
  and station the fighters by the wild fig tree, there especially 
  the city is scalable and the wall was vulnerable to assault. 
 
The passage has left some doubt among scholars what Andromache ultimately intends by 
the phrase “by the wild fig tree.” Is Hector to leave the fighting to the men and himself 
stay on the wall, or are they all to come in and reinforce the wall where the tree grows 
beyond it?221 While the meaning of this passage remains uncertain, Andromache’s idea is 
clearly more focused even than her double’s on the tactical difficulties Troy faces. And 
both of them see the wall as the most desirable way to prevent the assaults of prominent 
Achaian attackers.222 
                                                 
221 Kirk (1990: 2:218 ad 6.433) attempts to locate the tree, noting that it sometimes seems close to the wall 
and at other times somewhere in the middle of the plain. Haubold (2000: 88-89) points out the ambiguity of 
Andromache’s words here, but thinks “we need not decide how precisely this would have worked ‘in 
practice’.” Graziosi and Haubold (2010: 202, ad 6.433) maintain the passage lacks clarity, but remark on 
the scandalous nature of suggesting that Hector hide behind his people. Given Andromache’s concern for 
the integrity of the city wall and her parallel with Poulydamas, it seems better to read her request as having 
more to do with the tree as a reference point to where the weak spot is located than with where the tree 
itself grows on the plain. She never suggests that Hector ought to leave the fighting to his troops and he 
himself remain safe behind the wall. Indeed, in Bk. 22, when Andromache intuits that Hector has died, she 
specifically wishes he had fought within the ranks of other men rather than isolating himself (ἐνὶ πληθυῖ 
μένεν ἀνδρῶν, 22.458). 
222 Andromache names the men who have attempted to mount the wall in the past: both Ajaxes, 
Idomeneus, Agamemnon, Menelaus, and Diomedes (6.435-437). As Muich (2010-2011: 9) has pointed out, 
and indeed as our exploration of Poulydamas and Andromache indicates, “Andromache’s request is not an 




 Andromache and Poulydamas also parallel one another in their concern for Achilles’ 
destructive power. Indeed, Poulydamas’ situational assessment shows how prescient were 
Andromache’s concerns in Bk. 6. Between exhortations to return to the wall, Poulydamas 
contrasts the fight while Achilles was angry with the danger he now poses on his return. 
The Achaians were easier to fight while Achilles sat on the sidelines (ῥηΐτεροι πολεμίζειν 
ἦσαν Ἀχαιοί), which made it safer for the Trojans to camp outside of the city (18.258-
261). Now that paradigm has expired. He elaborates the problem in light of Achilles’ 
reawakening to the fight (18.261-265).  
  νῦν δ᾽αἰνῶς δείδοικα ποδώκεα Πηλείωνα· 
  οἷος ἐκείνου θυμὸς ὑπέρβιος, οὐκ ἐθελήσει 
  μίμνειν ἐν πεδίωι, ὅθι περ Τρῶες καὶ Ἀχαιοί 
  ἐν μέσωι ἀμφότεροι μένος ἄρηος δατέονται, 
  ἀλλὰ περὶ πτόλιός τε μαχήσεται ἠδὲ γυναικῶν.     265 
 
  But now I terribly fear the swift-footed son of Peleus 
  Such is his unrestrained spirit, he will not want 
  to remain on the field where the Trojans and Achaians 
  split among them the fury of war. 
  The city will be at stake when he fights, and the women. 
 
Achilles now poses a clear and present danger to the safety of the women and the city, as 
well as to the fighting men caught outside (18.265-272).223 Only armed men upon the city 
walls can hope to foil him. When Poulydamas presents Achilles as the destroyer of men, 
women, and cities, he elaborates a theme Andromache voiced earlier with an eye to 
historical reality. Achilles caught Andromache’s seven brothers outside the safety of the 
                                                 
223 In particular, note Poulydamas’ warning that if they are caught there, anyone facing him would soon 
know Achilles for what he is, and those who escape will be glad to get behind the wall of the city: εἰ δ᾽ 
ἄμμε κιχήσεται ἐνθάδ᾽ ἐόντας | αὔριον ὁρμηθεὶς σὺν τεύχεσιν, εὖ νύ τις αὐτόν | γνώσεται· ἀσπασίως γὰρ 




city walls and felled them (6.421-424). Achilles destroyed the city (ἐκ δὲ πόλιν πέρσεν 
Κιλίκων εὖ ναιετάωσαν | Θήβην ὑψίπυλον, 6.415-416) and the people inside were killed 
or sold, whom Andromache’s father and mother represent in microcosm (6.414, 425-
427).224 Here, once more, Andromache and Poulydamas work from a shared perspective. 
The voices of the warrior and the wife intermingle. 
 The resonance Poulydamas’ speech has with Andromache’s warning in Bk. 6 should 
not now surprise us too much. As we have seen, Poulydamas and Andromache give 
similar advice, incorporating reproach into their private conversations. Likewise, when 
they deliver their mirrored advice, they fail to persuade Hector to lead the army inside 
Troy’s walls. And, in his replies, Hector dodges the main thrust of their tactical messages.  
 While the Iliad sets in parallel Poulydamas’ and Andromache’s ability to confront 
and criticize Hector, as well as the content of their advice, Hector’s agitated rejection of 
Poulydamas’ speech diverges in tone, vehemence, and theme from his response to 
Andromache. The differences reveal how much ὁμοφροσύνη resides in Hector’s response 
to his wife even in the midst of its breakdown regarding strategy. Hector replies to 
Poulydamas with a forcefulness absent from his reply to Andromache. He opens his 
speech to Poulydamas not with an expression of shared concern (cf. 6.441), but with a 
wholesale rejection of Poulydamas’ ideas (18.285-287). 
  Πουλυδάμα, σὺ μὲν οὐκέτ᾽ ἐμοὶ φίλα ταῦτ᾽ ἀγορεύεις,   285 
  ὃς κέλεαι κατὰ ἄστυ ἀλήμεναι αὖτις ἰόντας. 
  ἦ οὔ πω κεκόρησθε ἐελμένοι ἔνδοθι πύργων; 
                                                 
224 πατέρ᾽ ἁμὸν ἀπέκτανε δῖος Ἀχιλλεύς (divine Achilles slew my father 6.414); μητέρα δ᾽…| τὴν ἐπεὶ ἂρ 
δεῦρ᾽ ἤγαγ᾽ἅμ᾽ ἄλλοισι κτεάτεσσιν, | ἂψ ὅ γε τὴν ἀπέλυσε, λαβὼν ἀπερείσι᾽ ἄποινα, (and my mother, | … 
after he led her away from there with the rest of the belongings | ransomed her back for an inestimable price 
6.425-427). On the commodification of women after the fall of a city, see Kirk (1990: 2:216 ad 6.425-428); 





  Poulydamas, no longer do I hold dear the things you say, 
  who advise that we go and cram into the city again. 
  Have you all not had your fill of being cooped up in the walls? 
 
This frustrated expostulation arises from a combination of Hector’s learned desire to fight 
at the forefront, which he cited to Andromache (cf. 6.444-445), and his near success in 
Bks. 15 and 16. Stirred by this combination of factors, Hector gives a different answer to 
Poulydamas from the one he gave earlier to Andromache. Though the wealth and repute 
of his father’s city may be gone (18.287-292), he has come close to burning out the 
Achaeans and believes Zeus’ favor has turned to him at last (18.293-294). Moreover, 
Hector delivers his answer to Poulydamas not with a like-minded communication of 
togetherness, as he did with Andromache, but with strident opposition.225 He divides 
himself from Poulydamas, calling him a fool (νήπιε, 18.295) and sets Poulydamas at odds 
with himself and the rest of the Trojan warriors (οὐ γάρ τις Τρώων ἐπιπείσεται, οὐ γὰρ 
ἐάσω, 18.296). As Edwards has noted, Hector even impugns Poulydamas’ motive for the 
speech by implying that he fears losing his war booty (18.300-302).226 The absence of 
moves toward like-mindedness in Hector’s speech to Poulydamas reveals anew how 
persistently he moves toward like-mindedness in his conversation with Andromache in 
Bk. 6; Hector pursues common ground with Andromache but not with Poulydamas. Yet 
notably, Hector does not directly reply to Poulydamas’ tactical concerns any more than 
                                                 
225 Hector, we note, is also wearing a helmet in this scene and is introduced as κορυθαιόλος (18.284). This 
time the helmet may separate the speaker from his interlocutor rather more ominously than the one he wore 
in Bk. 6. Hector now wears Achilles’ helmet, a sign and portent of his own doom (τότε δὲ Ζεὺς Ἕκτορι 
δῶκεν | ἧι κεφαλῆι φορέειν· σχεδόθεν δέ οἱ ἦεν ὄλεθρος, 16.799-800). 
226 Edwards (1991: 5:179, ad 18.284-309). Lohmann (1970: 120) comments that Hector has structured his 




he did Andromache’s. In both cases there is a tragic failure to persuade, but in 
Andromache’s case the tragedy worsens because the ὁμοφροσύνη so clearly visible in the 
communication between the spouses also fails to persuade.227 
 We should sound one final note here regarding their doubling. At the introduction of 
Poulydamas’ final speech to Hector and the assembled Trojans, the poet tells us that 
Poulydamas is πεπνυμένος (wise) and the only one to consider the whole picture (ὅ γὰρ 
οἶος ὅρα πρόσσω καὶ ὀπίσσω, 18.249-250). Yet the picture his speech presents is a 
stylized copy of Andromache’s vision. His consideration of the whole picture is also hers. 
In doubling Andromache and Poulydamas’ language and perspective, the poem suggests 
that both descriptions might well fit Andromache; she becomes πεπνυμένη and one who 
sees before and behind her.228 
 Andromache has a particular resonance with events on the battlefield elsewhere in the 
poem as well. Tsagalis has noted her Amazonian and martial associations.229 Indeed, her 
very name means “Who Fights with Men.”230 Yet two occasions have garnered comment 
                                                 
227 Indeed, the narrator speaks directly to the tragedy of Poulydamas Bk. 18’s failure, calling Hector and 
the rest of the Trojans fools for disregarding him: νήπιοι, ἐκ γάρ σφεων φρένας εἵλετο Παλλὰς Ἀθήνη· | 
Ἕκτορι μὲν γὰρ ἐπήινησαν κακὰ μητιόωντι, | Πουλυδάμαντι δ᾽ ἄρ᾽ οὔ τις, ὃς ἐσθλὴν φράζετο βουλήν 
(Fools, for Pallas Athene removed their wits; | For they concurred with Hector counseling evils, | And none 
with Poulydamas, who spoke good counsel, 18.311-313). 
228 This bears itself out in Andromache’s first speech at the end of Bk. 22, when she understands 
immediately what has happened to Hector after she hears the cry from the wall. She goes back to her 
convictions of Bk. 6 (φθείσει σε τεὸν μένος, 6.407), blaming Hector’s stubborn courage for his downfall: 
καὶ δή μιν καταπαύσηι ἀγηνορίης ἀλεγεινῆς | ἥ μιν ἔχεσκ᾽, ἐπεὶ οὔ ποτ᾽ ἐνὶ πληθυῖ μένεν ἀνδρῶν, | ἀλλὰ 
πολὺ προθέεσκε, τὸ ὃν μένος οὐδενὶ εἴκων (and indeed [Achilles] has put a stop to his grievous courage | 
which always had him in its grasp, since he never remained among the ranks of men | but ran far ahead 
yielding his strength to no man, 22.457-459). Note how she repeats the word μένος, emphasizing its self-
destructive power. 
229 He has also suggested the “‘male’ aspect of her character” is underpinned by the fact that she is the sole 
daughter among seven brothers (Tsagalis, 2008: 14). 
230 As a point of interest, Poulydamas’ name means “Who Subdues Many.” Redfield (1994: 143-147) sees 




elsewhere and are worth setting in the context of her speech to Hector and her parallel 
with Poulydamas. In Bk. 8, Hector speaks Andromache’s name on the battlefield in an 
exhortation to his horses. He calls on them to repay him for the provisions of wheat and 
wine that Andromache very often (μάλα πολλήν) mixed and bestowed on them 
(ἔθηκεν…ἐγκεράσασα πιεῖν), even before him (ὑμῖν πὰρ προτέροισι…ἠ᾽ ἐμοί), whenever 
her spirit bid her (ὅτε θυμὸς ἀνώγοι)(8.186-190).231 This alone, as Muich has said, 
“certainly shows Andromache moving and participating in Hector’s military sphere.”232 
But Hector says something else that is remarkable. He––and he alone of heroes in the 
Iliad––identifies himself by his wife (ἠ᾽ ἐμοί, ὅς πέρ οἱ θαλερὸς πόσις εὔχομαι εἶναι, 
“before me, who boast that I am her stout husband,” 8.190).233 This identification 
continues the intense interpersonal connection that Andromache and Hector express 
between them in Bk. 6 and sets it in the open on the battlefield. Thus, Hector espouses a 
martial layer to their relationship. As Kelly has observed, when heroes use the phrase 
εὔχομαι εἶναι, they “attempt to identify and establish [their] authority to participate in the 
heroic world.”234 More than participating in Hector’s military sphere, in this moment, 
                                                 
avatar of Andromache on the field, an avatar that gives her self-same advice and whose name, like hers, 
bears overtones of battlefield conquest. 
231 This passage has met with many objections from the ancient commentators onward. Most recently, 
Kelly (2007: 392-393) has dismissed traditional objections to the special treatment given to Hector’s horses 
and has argued for the passage’s legitimacy in his book A Referential Commentary and Lexicon to Iliad 
VIII. 
232 Muich (2010: 118). 
233 Kelly (2007: 210) notes the singularity of this.  
234 See the discussion of the phrase εὔχομαι εἶναι (Kelly, 2007: 210, 392-393). Muich (2010: 119) claims 
that Hector’s mention of Andromache is a way for him to emphasize his connection to Eëtion (Ἀνδρομάχη 
θυγάτηρ μεγαλήτορος Ἠετίωνος, 8.187), but that does not make the best fullest sense of the passage. 
Andromache is the common theme. Andromache is the one Hector dwells on. He claims himself as 




Andromache comes onto the battlefield with him as a source of pride, authority, and aid. 
Their ὁμοφροσύνη, like-mindedness, accompanies Hector into battle. The immediate 
context of Hector’s speech strengthens this reading. Just prior to this moment, after 
Nestor and Diomedes turn their horses in flight, Hector taunts and disparages Diomedes 
(8.161-166). The end of his speech suggests his conversation with Andromache has not 
left him (8.164-166): 
  ἔρρε, κακὴ γλήνη, ἐπεὶ οὐκ εἴξαντος ἐμεῖο 
  πύργων ἡμετέρων ἐπιβήσεαι, οὐδὲ γυναῖκας      165 
  ἄξεις ἐν νήεσσι· πάρος τοι δαίμονα δώσω. 
 
  Off with you, worthless doll, you will not mount our walls 
  while I yield to you, nor will you drive our women 
  upon the ships. Before that I will give you your destiny. 
 
Hector deprecates Diomedes using the very themes that so occupied his conversation 
with his wife in Bk. 6 shortly before: the enemy mounting the walls and the fate of 
women inside. Note in particular how πύργων and γυναῖκας fill the heavy starting and 
ending positions of line 165. These three brief lines synthesize Andromache’s concern for 
the wall and Hector’s foreboding vision of his wife as another man’s slave. When Hector 
shortly thereafter speaks to his horses, he puts on their ‘minds’ the woman who has been 
on his, invoking her war-work in service of his own (and in order to keep their combined 
concerns at bay). Their roles overlap and interweave. 
  The second occasion we should set in context with Andromache’s advice and her 
parallel with the warrior Poulydamas arrives in Bk. 22. Here Andromache once more 
displays the ὁμοφροσύνη she shares with her husband Hector in her physical actions and 




image of a warrior in her Bk. 22 reaction to Hector’s death.235 Verbs and phrases used for 
violent movement in battle, such as the “wheeling” of troops or the motion of a martial 
implement, exert themselves in unusual ways in Andromache’s shaking knees (τῆς δ᾽ 
ἐλελίχθη γυῖα 22.448), in the fall of her shuttle (χαμαὶ δέ οἱ ἔκπεσε κερκίς, 22.448), in the 
quivering of her heart (στήθεσι πάλλεται ἦτορ ἀνὰ στόμα, 22.452).236 She echoes 
Poulydamas with the apotropaic phrase αἲ γὰρ ἀπ᾽ οὔατος εἴη ἐμοῦ ἔπος when she intuits 
events on the battlefield and thus confirms Poulydamas’ insightful premonitions about 
Achilles (22.454; cf. αἲ γὰρ δή μοι ἀπ᾽ οὔατος ὧδε γένοιτο, 18.272).237 Most importantly, 
Andromache faints like a man dying in battle (τὴν δὲ κατ᾽ ὀφθαλμῶν ἐρεβεννὴ νὺξ 
ἐκάλυψεν, 22.466) and casts off her veil with phrases that suggest the loss of a helmet––
Patroclus’ for example (τῆλε δ᾽ ἀπὸ κρατὸς βάλε δέσματα σιγαλόεντα, 22.468; cf. τοῦ δ᾽ 
ἀπὸ μὲν κρατὸς κυνέην βάλε Φοῖβος Ἀπόλλων, 16.793).238 Andromache who gives war 
advice embodies the warrior. 
  In these moments, Andromache’s martial associations manifest themselves in 
thought and action. Just as Hector defined himself by Andromache on the battlefield, so 
Andromache expresses his identity as a warrior with her very self, displaying a complex 
symbiosis of character first suggested by the pair in Bk. 6.239 This reading of Bk. 22 can 
                                                 
235 Segal, “Andromache’s Anagnorisis: Formulaic Artistry in Iliad 22.437-476” (1971a: 33-57). I include 
in the present discussion only a small sample of gems from Segal’s treasure trove of observations. 
236 Segal (1971a: 43-44). 
237 Segal (1971a: 46). These are the only two times this phrase appears in the Iliad. Moreover, this echo 
further reinforces the doubling of Andromache and Poulydamas that we have witnessed above. 
238 Segal (1971a: 48-49). 
239 Monsacré (1984: 130), building on Segal’s observations, argues that Andromache’s relationship to the 
warrior comes only through her connection with Hector: “Il me semble, en effet, que son rapport à la guerre 
passe pour l’essentiel par le relais d’Hector. ... Façon de dire, peut-être, l’étroite proximité qui existe entre 




help us better understand the underpinnings of Andromache’s earlier conversation with 
Hector. She communicates with him on a number of levels and does so with an 
undercurrent of harmonious thinking. Her advice is given in the context of a woman 
whose consideration resonates not only with her husband, but with another capable 
warrior and insightful speaker. And she behaves in her moment of greatest distress as 
those warriors do (and other such warriors). Andromache, in this guise, operates within 
an intriguing Venn diagram of the Trojan war, in that space in which she retains key 
features and duties of the female world (the shuttle and loom, the veil, a bath for her 
husband), but also in which she moves, acts, and advises as a warrior might. 
 
The pleading wife, doubled 
 As we have seen, Poulydamas effects change with his advice to Hector on a couple of 
occasions. Andromache, then, could also expect change stemming from her advice,240 not 
only because the poem sets her up as a poetic double to the warrior-friend Poulydamas, 
but also because it has made her a double with another female advisor: Cleopatra. 
Cleopatra, the wife of Meleager, features prominently in the para-narrative of the siege of 
Calydon, the story Phoenix relates during the embassy to Achilles (9.529-599). In his 
anger against his mother, Meleager stayed out of the fighting, in seclusion with his wife 
Cleopatra (9.553-565). But as the enemy begins its assault on the walls of Calydon, the 
                                                 
plus qu’un couple. Andromaque figurerait le double d’Hector.” While Monsacré rightly sees a special 
closeness between the pair, it is not one-sided but something they both foster. And as we have seen, 
Andromache relates to the martial world through several points of contact, not through Hector alone. 
240 Pace Edwards (1987b: 209), who believes Andromache knows her entreaty will be ineffectual, but that 




city priests, Meleager’s family and friends, all come to plead with him to fight on their 
behalf, offering rich gifts (9.573-587). He refuses. Finally, Cleopatra approaches him 
and, alone of all the petitioners, succeeds. Scholarly attention to the tale has generally 
focused on its immediate context, application to Achilles’ situation, or myth-tradition.241 
Yet, although Phoenix offers the story to Achilles as an example of a man whose wrath is 
turned aside too late, the story nevertheless has implications for other characters in the 
Iliad, Hector and Andromache among them.242  
 By noting the correspondences between Andromache and Cleopatra, we may revisit 
Andromache’s speech to Hector in Bk. 6 with a better understanding of its outcome. Like 
Andromache in Bk. 6, Cleopatra approaches her husband with a desire that he defend his 
city from destruction and delivers her words in a state of distress. Strikingly, Cleopatra 
successfully persuades her husband to fight with reasons that mirror Andromache’s 
(9.590-596): 
   καὶ τότε δὴ Μελέαγρον ἐΰζωνος παράκοιτις     590 
   λίσσετ᾽ ὀδυρομένη, καί οἱ κατέλεξεν ἅπαντα, 
   κήδε᾽ ὅσ᾽ ἀνθρώποισι πέλει τῶν ἄστυ ἁλώηι· 
   ἄνδρας μὲν κτείνουσι, πόλιν δέ τε πῦρ ἀμαθύνει, 
   τέκνα δέ τ᾽ ἄλλοι ἄγουσι βαθυζώνους τε γυναῖκας. 
   τοῦ δ᾽ ὠρίνετο θυμὸς ἀκούοντος κακὰ ἔργα,     595 
   βῆ δ᾽ ἰέναι, 
   
                                                 
241 There is a large body of scholarship on this tale. For recent treatments of the episode and their extensive 
bibliographies, see: Alden (2000: 179-290); Gwara, (2007: 303-336); Rinon (2008: 65-71). 
242 Kakridis (1949) explored some of these avenues in his Homeric Researches, in which he posits a 
Meleagris that formed a kind of model both for Achilles nursing his anger and for various Trojans, among 
whom Hector, Andromache, Paris, and Helen (see in particular pp. 11-61). I agree with Kakridis that these 
characters resonate with characters from Phoenix’ story of Meleager’s anger, without necessarily following 
him in seeing the Meleager-tale as the source of these formulations. Swain (1988): 275) notes that the 
Meleager story matches Achilles’ situation, but imperfectly because “Meleager yields to a wife, not a 
friend.” Nappi considers Cleopatra in terms of “female supplication,” comparing her with Andromache and 




   And then finally his lovely-belted wife, weeping, 
   begged Meleager, and listed everything for him, 
   all the sorrows men have whose city is taken: 
   they slay the men, and fire turns the city to dust, 
   and others lead off the children and the deep-belted women. 
   As he listened to the evil works, his heart was stirred, 
   and he went, 
 
The poem casts Andromache and Cleopatra as doubles in a number of ways.243 Both 
women are marked by the affection her husband has for her.244 Each woman cries as she 
approaches her husband: Andromache sheds tears (δάκρυ χέουσα, 6.405), Cleopatra 
weeps (ὀδυρομένη). And they set forth the reasons for their clear distress. Though 
Cleopatra describes the fall of a city and the fate of its people in generic terms, the words 
are nonetheless powerful for their universal truth: men die, the city is razed, women and 
children are led away (9.593-594). Andromache gives the same description, but she 
particularizes this scene to her family and recent history: her father and brothers were 
slain, her native Thebes was destroyed, her mother was led off as a captive (6.414-
428).245  
 The contexts for their speeches also mark the women as doubles. Both Calydon and 
Troy are under siege. During Cleopatra’s petition to Meleager, the Kouretes are mounting 
                                                 
243 Pace Schmitz (1963: 145), who compares Andromache and Cleopatra, but concludes they operate from 
different modes of “selfishness”: Andromache from the selfishness of love (par l’égoïsme de l’amour), 
Cleopatra from the selfishness of preservation (par l’égoïsme de conservation). 
244 As we have seen, this is clearly the case for Andromache. And the poem gives weight to Cleopatra’s 
place beside Meleager with a lengthy description of her family and past (9.556ff.). See Bannert (1981: 83-
87); and Swain (1988: 274). Many have seen Cleopatra as a parallel for Patroclus, as the objects of 
affection with whom the angry hero retires (See Swain, 1988: fn 20 for long list of authors for and against). 
245 Vivante (1982: 31) observes that Andromache creates an immediacy to these particulars by her use of 
epithets: “See how strongly implanted is the locality of what happened–the city of Thebes, Eetion’s burial 
ground, the pasturelands, the queen’s home. Especially the oxen-of-trailing-gait and the white-fleeced 





the walls and burning the city to the ground, and Meleager’s own bedchamber is under 
assault (πρίν γ᾽ ὅτε δὴ θάλαμος πύκ᾽ ἐβάλλετο, τοὶ δ᾽ ἐπὶ πύργων | βαῖνον Κουρῆτες καὶ 
ἐνέπρηθον μέγα ἄστυ, 9.588-589). For Andromache, this possibility sits foremost in her 
mind when she reminds Hector of the weak point in the wall (ἔνθα μάλιστα | ἀμβατός 
ἐστι πόλις καὶ ἐπίδρομον ἔπλετο τεῖχος, 6.433-434). Again, she appeals to Hector by 
referring to concrete events. She cites the three times (τρὶς) the Achaians have attempted 
to mount the wall and names the offenders: both Ajaxes, Idomeneus, Agamemnon, 
Menelaus, and Diomedes (6.435-437). These are prominent warriors who pose a serious 
threat. Moreover, Andromache had heard, and must have seen from her perch on the wall, 
how poorly the Trojans were fairing before Hector entered the city (6.73-74, 386-387).  
 Finally, both Cleopatra and Andromache move their husbands’ hearts, though only 
one of them succeeds to persuade her husband to act as she asks. Meleager listens to 
Cleopatra’s list of evils and his heart is stirred (ὠρίνετο θυμὸς, 9.595). Likewise, Hector 
is moved by Andromache’s persistent heartache, as his multiple attempts to assuage her 
worry show. He contemplates her tears and takes pity on her (δακρυόεν γελάσασα. πόσις 
δ᾽ ἐλέησε νοήσας, 6.484). Thus, beyond the immediate purpose of the Meleager 
paradigm, we find another parallel for the story in the persons of Cleopatra and 
Andromache. But a discrepancy appears in this parallel, just as scholars have noted 
differences between Achilles and Meleager’s stories.246 Cleopatra persuades Meleager to 
                                                 
246 Bannert (1981: 78ff.), Swain (1988: 275). For more recent and thorough analyses of these 
discrepancies, along with their extensive bibliographies, see Alden (2000: 179-290, esp. 249-253) and 




do what she asks, but Andromache did not sway Hector in Bk 6, and later in Bk. 22, 
when the occasion to persuade Hector again arises, Andromache will be missing. 
 After Andromache’s appeal has fallen short with Hector, Cleopatra’s successful 
petition in Bk. 9 makes Andromache’s speech more significant for its failure. The women 
approach their husbands in similar ways, under corresponding circumstances, and use 
reasons akin to one another. Indeed, Andromache’s images are the more authoritative for 
their immediate connection to herself and her personal knowledge of the past. But now, 
after Andromache’s failed entreaty, the poem invites us to contemplate an alternative 
outcome, one in which the beloved wife moves her husband to fight as she asks, one in 
which she is the only one who can.247 We see more clearly that Andromache had 
recognizable power and potential to persuade Hector in Bk. 6, despite Hector’s much-
cited parting words (πόλεμος δ᾽ ἄνδρεσσι μελήσει, 6.492). Their like-minded 
communications point us to such a reading, as do the later successes of Andromache’s 
doubles, Poulydamas and Cleopatra.  
 Indeed, the poem constructs another Meleager-like situation for Hector in the latter 
half of the poem. He rejects his close friend Poulydamas’ entreaty (18.254-309). When 
his father and mother beg him to reenter the city, his rejects their appeals with silence, 
speaking only in soliloquy with his own θυμός (22.38-92). But the final Cleopatra-like-
appeal will not manifest; Andromache is missing at this critical moment and denied 
                                                 
247 As we saw in Chapter 1, Hekabe is another such wife who is the only one who can move her husband 
by entreaty. Nappi (2015: 45-46) believes Cleopatra stands out for her success because she urges Meleager 
to the fight. But neither Hekabe nor Andromache ask Hector to refrain from fighting; they urge him to fight 
from a defensible location (22.84-85; 6.431-439). By the time Cleopatra wins Meleager over there is no 




another chance to win her husband over.248 She is at home, where he urged her to go, 
tending to her work (22.437ff.). 
 Part of the tragedy of Andromache’s Bk. 6 appeal lies in her failure. It is not the 
failure of a woman moving beyond her sphere, but of one who had real potential to 
persuade and succeed. In this way, Poulydamas’ successes with advice––even 
reproaching advice––and Cleopatra’s success in persuading Meleager show us what 
might have been. Andromache and Hector use visual, tactile, and verbal forms of 
communication to reach out to one another, to come to some full resolution. Even with 
their divide, their efforts to communicate are ὁμοφροσύνη in action; it is this continued 
effort Andromache longs for in her final lament when she wishes for a final word from 
Hector’s deathbed (24.742-746). We see that such resolution can occur. They are like-
minded in their desire for it, but attain it imperfectly. Moreover, their ὁμοφροσύνη seeps 
into the narrative in other forms, such as when Hector defines himself on the battlefield 
by his wife (just as she defines herself by him), or when Andromache (“Who Fights with 
Men”) falls like a warrior in her faint, an embodiment of her harmony with her husband. 
 
Conclusion 
 I have argued that observing the role of ὁμοφροσύνη in Andromache and Hector’s 
communication allows us to understand their tragedy to greater depth. This expression of 
                                                 
248 This possibility seems also to have occurred to the bT scholiast to 6.491-492, for he says Homer has 
Hector send Andromache home so that she will not be on the wall to persuade him against fighting Achilles 
(οἰκονομικῶς δὲ ἐποίησε τὸν Ἕκτορα ἐπιτρέποντα αὐτῇ οἰκουρεῖν, ἵνα μὴ κατὰ τὴν πρὸς τὸν Ἀχιλλέα 





mutuality shows itself in their physical interaction, both when they are together as a 
couple and in Andromache’s embodiment of the warrior after Hector has died and her 
unfulfilled wish for a last touch. It shows itself in the visual cues each makes and reacts 
to. Most importantly, it undergirds their conversation as they communicate their mutual 
estimation and concerns, even while disagreeing on how to act. The unity we observe in 
these areas is strengthened when we compare Andromache with her two successful 
doubles, Poulydamas and Cleopatra. We see more clearly that Andromache’s advice to 
Hector in Bk. 6 not only fits within the realm of acceptable discourse for close 
relationships, both male and female, but that their mutual expressions of ὁμοφροσύνη 
display the openness with which that advice is given and heard. When Hector and 
Andromache’s like-mindedness falls short of full agreement we witness a tragedy that is 
sustained and augmented as the Iliad goes on. Whereas Hekabe and Priam ultimately find 
agreement through their like-mindedness, and Helen and Hector intuitively understand 
one another by their unique expression of the same, Andromache and Hector’s 
ὁμοφροσύνη produces interpersonal understanding without agreement on action. We 
could expect her advice to work. It comes to nothing. 
 We have seen that Hector’s parting words “πόλεμος δ᾽ ἄνδρεσσι μελήσει” were 
taken, traditionally, as a check on Andromache’s inappropriate behavior and advice. 
However, if we view them within the larger tapestry of male-female relationships in the 
Iliad, and indeed, within Andromache and Hector’s particular relationship, they are not 
the dismissive dressing-down Lysistrata’s husband makes them out to be in our opening 




purpose for his own ends. Indeed, we should remember that Aristophanes hardly portrays 
Lysistrata’s husband as the voice of reason in the Lysistrata; we should not follow that 
character’s threadbare reading of the Iliad. In fact, with the Lysistrata, Aristophanes 
shows himself a careful reader of the Iliad. He shears off the ὁμοφροσύνη from Homer’s 
Hector and Andromache and so takes their situation to a comic extreme: Hector’s words 
become an abusive threat and the comic Andromache (man-fighter Lysistrata) takes over 





Chapter 4: Briseis 
 
 Briseis poses a number of difficulties for anyone who wishes to investigate how 
mortal men and women communicate in the Iliad. She is perhaps the most enigmatic of 
all the women in the poem: she is simultaneously present and absent; she is largely silent, 
unlike the three other mortal women, who speak several times; and the audience does not 
witness her engage any living man. Another difficulty lurks in the form of scholarly 
inquiry. Two main threads have been pursued. Dué alone among scholars has written a 
monograph focusing solely on Briseis, in which the author explores the misty epic 
tradition behind the story of Briseis from the little the Iliad offers us and from what may 
be scraped from clues elsewhere in the scholia and other sources.249 As in the case of all 
four of the main female characters, scholars have made significant use of Briseis’ speech 
in Bk. 19 for their studies of lament.250 And while some scholarship offers her 
accommodation in larger studies of the Iliad or of its women, she often holds only limited 
attention as the war prize and an embodiment of other female characters’ future.251 What 
these investigations leave out is a more holistic investigation of Briseis as a character 
over the arc of the poem. In the context of the present study, two questions arise. Can her 
relationships with Achilles and Patroclus be understood in terms harmonious with or 
                                                 
249 Casey Dué, Homeric Variations on a Lament by Briseis (2002). 
250 See, for example: Reinhardt (1961: 51-52, 241); Monsacré (1981); Skinner (1982: 266-267); Foley 
(1991: 168-170); Holst-Warhaft (1992: 109-110); Murnaghan (1999: 208); Derderian (2001: 34 fn 76); 
Alexiou (2002, 2nd ed: 10-14); Tsagalis (2004: 140-143); Felson and Slatkin (2004: 97); Beck (2005: 264-
266). 
251 See, for example: Reckford (1964: 10-11); Beye (1974: 90); Farron (1979: 27-30); Arthur (1981: 26-
27); Collins (1988: 24-25); Rabel (1997: 49-50, 72-73); Wilson (2002: 88-89); Lyons (2003: 100; and 




divergent from other male-female relationships in the Iliad? Does Briseis contribute to 
our understanding of like-mindedness and mutual understanding between men and 
women in the Iliad? 
 To this end, this chapter approaches Briseis and her relationships in the chronological 
order of the poem, covering Bks. 1, 2, 4, 9, 16, 18, 19, and 24. By presenting her in this 
way I intend to show how, even in her lengthy absence, the poem sustains its interest in 
her importance and builds an image of how her relationships functioned. 
 
Briseis and the Crisis of Value in Bk. 1 
  Before we consider Briseis in terms of her similarities with other women in the Iliad, 
we should start by considering how she is different. The first difference we must explore 
is that between Briseis and her counterpart in Bk. 1, Chryseis. At first glance, these two 
women are of an ilk.252 Each of them is the awarded prize to a leader among the Achaian 
army and it is the question of their fates that leads to Achilles and Agamemnon’s schism. 
Agamemnon signals his preference for Chryseis even to his own wife (1.111-115), but at 
the same time believes she is equally interchangeable with any other prize held by the 
other Greek chiefs: Achilles, or Ajax, or Odysseus (1.138).253 The unique qualities that 
                                                 
252 They are often treated so. For example, Foxhall’s (2009: 486) broad comment that “the young women 
of noble birth (in true epic style) abducted by the Achaeans, Chryseis and Briseis, are portrayed as objects, 
toys of the heroes.” De Jong’s (1987a: 110-113) evaluation also tends in this direction. Though she calls 
Briseis “a more colourful character,” for de Jong both women are types of “silent character,” Chryseis fully 
so and Briseis “semi-silent,” whose purpose is to illuminate the struggles of men or the sorrows of the 
general woman (Ibid., 110, 113). See also Fantuzzi (2012: 100-102). 
253 Lyons (2012: 54-55) argues that the Iliad’s evaluation of women “suggest[s] the interchangeability of 




make her preferable to Clytemnestra melt away in the exigency of the moment; anyone 
can fill her place. 
 Yet Briseis is no easy substitute for Chryseis. The poem makes this clear not only by 
the truculent dispute raised when Agamemnon demands Briseis from Achilles, but by the 
differences it imparts to each girl. Chryseis has a living father who has wealth enough to 
ransom her back from the man who holds her in bondage (1.11-13). Briseis, on the other 
hand, seems to be utterly bereft of her family, though she never specifically numbers her 
parents among the dead (19.287-300).254 No father or brother will bring a ransom to 
rescue Briseis from slavery. The two girls also differ in regard to their captors. Chryseis’ 
captor, Agamemnon, has a legal wife already, whereas Briseis’ captor, Achilles, remains 
unmarried. Briseis can hope to achieve a legitimate position as Achilles’ wife when 
Patroclus promises he will sponsor their wedding (Ἀχιλλῆος θείοιο | κουριδίην ἄλοχον, 
19.297-299), while Chryseis has no such prospects. Indeed, in Agamemnon’s own words 
to Chryses–her father!–, Chryseis will be a slave the rest of her life (1.29-31): 
  τὴν δ᾽ ἐγὼ οὐ λύσω· πρίν μιν καὶ γῆρας ἔπεισιν 
  ἡμετέρωι ἐνὶ οἴκωι, ἐν Ἄργεϊ, τηλόθι πάτρης,    30 
  ἱστὸν ἐποιχομένην καὶ ἐμὸν λέχος ἀντιόωσαν. 
 
  But her I shall not release. Sooner even will old age come upon her 
  in our household, in Argos, far from her fatherland 
  working the loom and joining my bed. 
 
                                                 
254 Briseis says that her husband to whom her mother and father gave her is dead, as are her brothers. In 
analog with Andromache, we may perhaps assume that her parents also died in the sack of Lyrnessos, since 
her brothers died there. The presence of her brothers at Lyrnessos’ fall would seem to indicate that she did 




Note here Agamemnon’s use of the first person plural for the household he shares with 
his legitimate family and the singular he uses to refer to Chryseis’ sexual duties to him. If 
we take Briseis’ eulogy in Bk. 19 at face value, as I think we should (see below), then 
Chryseis, unlike her counterpart, looks at a future of permanently diminished status.255 
 The two women differ also in the extent the poem grants insight into their thoughts. 
Briseis’ thoughts and person are developed by direct comment from the poem and by her 
own speech, that is, by the omniscient narrator and by first person exposition.256 Not so 
for Chryseis; Chryseis only comes by second hand description. Agamemnon gives a brief 
description of her qualities when he compares her to his wife Clytemnestra (1.111-115): 
  οὕνεκ᾽ ἐγὼ κούρης Χρυσηΐδος ἀγλά᾽ ἄποινα 
  οὐκ ἔθελον δέξασθαι, ἐπεὶ πολὺ βούλομαι αὐτήν 
  οἴκοι ἔχειν· καὶ γάρ ῥα Κλυταιμήστρης προβέβουλα 
  κουριδίης ἀλόχου, ἐπεὶ οὔ ἑθέν ἐστι χερείων, 
  οὐ δέμας οὐδὲ φυήν, οὔτ᾽ ἂρ φρένας οὔτέ τι ἔργα.   115 
 
  Therefore, I do not wish to take splendid ransom 
  for the girl Chryseis, since I greatly wish to have her 
  at home. For I even prefer her to Clytemnestra, 
  my wedded wife, since she is not inferior to her, 
  either in build, or form, or intellect, or any works. 
 
Agamemnon describes Chryseis mostly in terms of outward qualities: δέμας (build), 
φυήν (form), and ἔργα (works). He offers only small insight regarding her thoughts in 
esteeming her for her φρένας (intellect). Chryseis is esteemed for a quality admired in 
Anchises’ daughter, Hippodameia (13.428-432) and in Penelope in the Odyssey (Od. 
                                                 
255 Felson and Slatkin (2004: 94) note how Agamemnon’s collective comments about Chryseis remind the 
reader of “the uneasy co-existance of concubinage and married domesticity – perils that reverberate from 
the prehistory of the Iliad’s plot to its distant aftermath.”  




18.249), but the audience never witnesses her qualities in action in the Iliad. Indeed, the 
poem never even tells its audience how Chryseis responds to leaving the Achaian camp. 
She is not described as glad to go, though her father Chryses is glad when he regains her 
(ὃ δὲ δέξατο χαίρων | παῖδα φίλην, 1.446-447), nor is she described as unwilling to leave, 
though Briseis certainly was a short time earlier (ἣ δ᾽ ἀέκουσ᾽ ἅμα τοῖσι γυνὴ κίεν, 
1.348). The closest the text comes to describing her thoughts is the moment Odysseus 
places her in the arms of her “dear father” as the narrator identifies him (πατρὶ φίλωι, 
1.441). Elsewhere, Chryseis is described by such epithets as ἑλικώπιδα, “glancing eyed,” 
(1.98) and καλλιπάρηον “lovely-cheeked,” (1.143, 310), but these do not give much color 
to her either.257 
 The most significant difference between them is that while Briseis speaks in Bk. 19, 
Chryseis speaks not at all. Briseis discloses information about her history, her sorrows, 
her hopes, and her perception of one of her captors––a trove of personal details. And 
while it is unusual for a servant to speak in the Iliad, it is not a solitary event. A 
household servant tells Hector about Andromache’s location and describes her state of 
mind and company (6.381-389), and the poem mentions Nestor’s servant-woman 
speaking (11.638-641). Chryseis, however, never speaks a word in the poem, nor is 
reported to have done so, even though she has received her freedom. The poem remains 
as silent as Chryseis herself about her views on her capture, her sorrows, her hopes, and 
                                                 
257 Such epithets are certainly muted in comparison with the more pointed descriptions applied to Briseis 
(ἠϋκόμοιο (2.689), ἄλοχος θυμαρής (9.336), περικαλλής (16.85), ἱκέλη χρυσῆι Ἀφροδίτηι (19.282), γυνὴ 




her captor.258 Nevertheless, silence is a trait Chryseis and Briseis hold in common in Bk. 
1. 
 Briseis differs from Chryseis by quite a bit, then, though this fact is not revealed all at 
once. Instead, the poem develops their differences over its span. We are set up in many 
ways to equate these two women in Bk. 1, to treat them as wholly analogous. In some 
ways, we are asked initially to esteem Chryseis with greater weight.259 And yet, as the 
book proceeds, we are prompted to look at Briseis afresh. Something about Briseis, the 
poem suggests, is noteworthy. 
 
 Already in Bk. 1, the poem indicates Briseis’ importance in what we might describe 
as crescendos and decrescendos. Briseis first comes to our attention when Agamemnon 
lays down his ultimatum that the Achaians must award him another prize or he will take 
one from Achilles, Ajax, or Odysseus (1.133-139). At this point, she is a nameless, 
faceless prize of equal value to other γέρα.260 Then, after Achilles voices his outrage at 
Agamemnon’s greed (1.149-151), Agamemnon raises the stakes and we come to the first 
crescendo. Agamemnon is the first to identify Briseis by name when he threatens that he 
will go to Achilles and take “beautiful cheeked Briseis” (1.182-185):  
   ὡς ἔμ᾽ ἀφαιρεῖται Χρυσηΐδα Φοῖβος Ἀπόλλων, 
   τὴν μὲν ἐγὼ σὺν νηΐ τ᾽ἐμῆι καὶ ἐμοῖς ἑτάροισιν 
                                                 
258 Cf. de Jong (1987a: 110). 
259 Achilles says that he never takes a prize that equals Agamemnon’s, though he has a greater share of 
work on the battlefield (1.163-166). Instead, he says, “but whenever there is a division of spoil, greater by 
far is the prize that is yours, but I go to my ships with a prize small and dear” (ἀτὰρ ἤν ποτε δασμὸς ἵκηται, 
| σοὶ τὸ γέρας πολὺ μέζον, ἐγὼ δ᾽ ὀλίγον τε φίλον τε | ἔρχομ᾽ἔχων ἐπὶ νῆας, 1.166-168). 
260 In fact, without a name, we cannot know the significance of the threat beyond the value of a prize and 





   πέμψω· ἐγὼ δέ κ᾽ ἄγω Βρισηΐδα καλλιπάρηον 
   αὐτὸς ἰὼν κλισίηνδε, τεὸν γέρας,        185 
 
   Just as Phoebus Apollo deprives me of Chryseis, 
   whom I, with my ship and my companions 
   will send off, so I will carry off beautiful cheeked Briseis,  
   your prize, going to your hut myself, 
 
As Kirk has noted, Agamemnon’s omission of Ajax and Odysseus concentrates our 
attention on Achilles.261 So does his naming of Achilles’ γέρας. Ironically, this naming 
also humanizes her and so begins her development as a character, not only in the book, 
but in the poem. Now she is at once both manifestly a human being and a marker for 
Achilles’ position.262 This two-fold essence is important for our consideration of Briseis 
because while Achilles used words to protest the prospect of his unnamed prize’s––or 
someone else’s––forced removal (see 1.149-171), now he becomes deadly angry and 
begins to draw his sword (1.188-195): 
   ὣς φάτο· Πηλείωνι δ᾽ ἄχος γένετ᾽, ἐν δέ οἱ ἦτορ 
   στήθεσσιν λασίοισι διάνδιχα μερμήριξεν, 
   ἠ᾽ ὅ γε φάσγανον ὀξὺ ἐρυσσάμενος παρὰ μηροῦ    190 
τοὺς μὲν ἀναστήσειεν, ὃ δ᾽ Ἀτρείδην ἐναρίζοι 
ἦε χόλον παύσειεν ἐρητύσειέ τε θυμόν. 
ἕως ὃ ταῦθ᾽ ὥρμαινε κατὰ φρένα καὶ κατὰ θυμόν 
εἵλκετο δ᾽ ἐκ κολεοῖο μέγα ξίφος, ἦλθε δ᾽ Ἀθήνη 
οὐρανόθεν·             195  
 
So he spoke. And grief came upon the son of Peleus, and his heart 
within his shaggy breast was split in two ways considering 
whether, drawing the sharp sword from beside his thigh, 
he should first stand the other men aside and then slay the son of Atreus, 
or check his anger and control his heart. 
                                                 
261 Kirk (1985: 1:71 ad 1.185) comments that in this moment Agamemnon intensifies the argument in three 
ways, one of which is that “he omits Aias and Odysseus as possible donors and concentrates on Akhilleus”.  
262 Dué (2002: 38) notes the humanizing element. Beye’s (1972: 90) assertion that “women…in the role of 
prizes or causes of war and dispute are to be seen as objects, not as persons in the eyes of the male world” 




While he was turning these things over in his mind and heart 
and he was drawing the great sword from its scabbard, Athene came 
down from heaven. 
 
Achilles’ first emotion is “grief” (ἄχος), followed swiftly by anger (χόλον). Only a visit 
from the goddess Athene prevents Achilles from slaughtering Agamemnon. This 
murderous anger after the naming of Briseis suggests that in addition to a loss of honor at 
the removal of his γέρας, the person herself might be significant. Personal human loss is 
at the heart of the poem from the start.  
This moment of dramatic crescendo abates as the assembly concludes, but not before 
Achilles tells Agamemnon that he will not fight for Briseis’ sake (1.297-299). Because 
the collective Achaians gave Briseis to him (and because Athene instructed him), he will 
not fight her removal (ἐπεί μ᾽ ἀφέλεσθέ γε δόντες, 1.299).263 At this point, Briseis’ 
importance as a person recedes; rather, it seems largely dependent on her status as prize 
and connected with future gain, for Athene promises a three-fold return in gifts as 
recompense for Achilles’ patience (1.213).  
The end of the assembly, however, does not set a permanent tone for Briseis’ role in 
the poem. The narrator opens a small window onto Briseis as a character apart from her 
status as prize (γέρας). Achilles instructs Patroclus to lead her out for the messengers 
(1.331-338).264 And the woman, we learn, leaves unwillingly (1.347-348).  
      τὼ δ᾽ αὖτις ἴτην παρὰ νῆας Ἀχαιῶν,    347 
   ἣ δ᾽ ἀέκουσ᾽ ἅμα τοῖσι γυνὴ κίεν.    
                                                 
263 Redfield (2004: 19ff.) argues that Achilles commits his “tragic error” when he releases Briseis into 
Agamemnon’s hands. 
264 This is only one of two times that Achilles speaks Briseis’ name; the other is when he describes to 
Thetis how she was taken, using an alternative construction of the patronymic (κούρην Βρισῆος, 1.392). 




   
      And these two went back to the Achaian ships, 
   and, unwillingly, the woman went along with them.  
 
Both words in bold seem significant. For the first time in the Iliad, Briseis is called a 
γυνή (“woman,” with the possible meaning “wife”), not a κούρη (girl).265 The ambiguity 
of the word γυνή may prepare for Achilles’ surprising claim in Bk. 9 that he had thought 
of her has a wife. Agamemnon, by contrast never calls Chryseis a γυνή; nor did he have 
in mind to make her a wife.266 And, as already noted, the revelation of Briseis’ will 
(ἀέκουσ’), even if silently expressed, differentiates her from Chryseis. The two-fold 
formulation begins to develop the nuances of Briseis’ role in Achilles’ camp–and in the 
poem.  
 After Briseis departs, her role seems once again ambiguous. The previous suggestion 
of Briseis as a character recedes when Achilles prays to his mother employing the 
vocabulary of honor and value, and Briseis descends into commodity rather than person 
(1.352-356): 
   “μῆτερ, ἐπεί μ᾽ ἔτεκές γε μινυνθάδιόν περ ἐόντα, 
   τιμήν πέρ μοι ὄφελλεν Ὀλύμπιος ἐγγυαλίξαι 
   Ζεὺς ὑψιβρεμέτης· νῦν δ᾽ οὐδέ με τυτθὸν ἔτισεν. 
                                                 
265 It is perhaps worth noting that γέρας would fit into the metrical space γυνή uses at 1.348: the poem 
could well have allowed her to remain a prize first and foremost. After this point, Briseis is called a κούρη 
or γυνή several times by various people. Dué (2002: 52-55) discusses the uses of the word κούρη in 
Homeric texts, noting that it generally refers to one who is a ‘daughter’–either of mortals or immortals–, 
one who may be given in marriage. Before the death of Patroclus, Achilles uses this term coupled with a` 
descriptive word. Regarding Briseis, the words κούρη and γυνή appear as follows (speaker in parenthesis): 
κούρη: 1.392 “κούρην Βρισῆος” (Achilles); 2.377 (Agamemnon); 2.689 (narrator); 9.106 (Nestor); 9.132 
(Agamemnon); 9.274 (Odysseus); 9.637 (Ajax); 16.85 “περικαλλέα κούρην” (Achilles); 18.444 (Thetis); 
19.58 (Achilles); 19.261 (Agamemnon); 19.272 (Achilles). γυνή: 1.429 (narrator); 19.286 (narrator); 
24.130{?} “γυναικί” (Thetis)[while this example does not refer to Briseis explicitly, it is after Briseis’ 
return, and Achilles does go to bed with her in this book].  
266 Pace Buchan (2012: 13), who views Chryseis as “one who seems on the verge of becoming a wife, a 
replacement for Clytemnestra.” In my view, just because Agamemnon likes Chryseis more than 




   ἦ γάρ μ᾽ Ἀτρείδης εὐρὺ κρείων Ἀγαμέμνων     355 
   ἠτίμησεν, ἑλὼν γὰρ ἔχει γέρας αὐτὸς ἀπούρας.” 
 
   “Mother, since you bore me to be a man of short life, 
   the Olympian, Zeus the high-thundering, should bestow 
   honor on me; but now he has not held me in honor even a little. 
   For Atreus’ son, wide ruling Agamemnon, has dishonored 
   me, since he himself has snatched and holds my prize.”  
 
Note the repeated use of such words as: τιμήν (honor); ἔτισεν (values, holds in honor); 
ἠτίμησεν (dishonored); and γέρας (prize), the marker of honor in this conflict. But when 
the hero speaks with Thetis face to face and recounts more fully the events that have led 
to his distress,267 Briseis regains some significance as a person. He names Briseis as a 
κούρη once more, but connects the term with her patronymic. Here κούρη highlights a 
particular point in contrast with her part as γέρας (Achaian commodity), since Achilles 
means to juxtapose his loss with Chryses’ loss (1.389-392): 
  τὴν μὲν γὰρ σὺν νηῒ θοῆι ἑλίκωπες Ἀχαιοί 
  ἐς Χρύσην πέμπουσιν, ἄγουσι δὲ δῶρα ἄνακτι·    390 
   τὴν δὲ νέον κλισίηθεν ἔβαν κήρυκες ἄγοντες 
   κούρην Βρισῆος, τήν μοι δόσαν υἷες Ἀχαιῶν.   
 
   For the glancing-eyed Achaians send now on their fast ship 
   the one girl to Chryse, and ferry gifts to the lord there;  
   but just now, heralds departed from my hut leading the other away, 
   Briseus’ daughter, whom the sons of the Achaians gave to me. 
 
As Chryses lost his daughter and was wrathful because of Agamemnon’s treatment of 
him (χωόμενος δ᾽ ὁ γέρων, 1.380), so Achilles loses Briseis, Briseus’ daughter, who was 
                                                 
267 These are: the Achaians sacked Thebes and divided up the booty (1.366-36); Agamemnon received 
Chryseis from the spoils (1.369); Chryses came to ransom back his daughter but was rebuffed by 
Agamemnon (1.370-379); Chryses prayed to Apollo, who cast disease upon the Achaian camp (1.380-384); 
a seer disclosed Apollo’s will and Achilles advised propitiation (1.384-386); Agamemnon became angry 





properly his. Since Achilles begins his petition for Zeus’ intervention at this point in his 
speech (1.393ff.), the comparison between the two situations, in Achilles’ mind, could 
not be clearer.268 His speech ends once again with the language of value (οὐδὲν ἔτισεν, 1. 
412), but it has been re-envisioned in a context of human loss.  
 Once again we see the poem gives positive weight to Briseis as a person. After Thetis 
leaves, the narrator tells us Achilles is angered at heart269 (1.428-431): 
   ὣς ἄρα φωνήσασ᾽ ἀπεβήσετο, τὸν δ᾽ ἔλιπ᾽ αὐτοῦ 
   χωόμενον κατὰ θυμὸν ἐϋζώνοιο γυναικός, 
   τήν ῥα βίηι ἀέκοντος ἀπηύρων. αὐτὰρ Ὀδυσσεύς   430 
   ἐς Χρύσην ἵκανεν ἄγων ἱερὴν ἑκατόμβην. 
 
   Having so spoken, she departed, and left him there 
   angry at heart over the lovely-belted woman, 
   whom they took by force, though he was unwilling. But Odysseus 
   arrived at Chryse, conducting a holy hecatomb. 
 
The reason given for Achilles’ anger is not for the loss of a γέρας (prize) or injured τιμή 
(honor), but for the loss of a γυνή (woman/wife). Whereas the first time the narrator 
describes Briseis as γυνή, she is unwilling to be taken away (ἣ δ᾽ἀέκουσ᾽ ἅμα τοῖσι γυνὴ 
κίεν, 1.348), now when the narrator describes Briseis as γυνή, it is Achilles who is 
unwilling that she go (ἀέκοντος, 1.430). Such key words reveal his internal perspective. 
And by joining these two passages, we begin to see parallels that connect Briseis and 
                                                 
268 Rabel (1988: 475-476) argues that Achilles’ great prayer is a conscious means on Achilles’ part to 
mimic the success of Chryses’ earlier petition of Apollo. Along with Edwards (1980: 10-11), Rabel 
(1988:476) notes that Chryses’ anger is Achilles’ own formulation of the situation, when in fact the anger 
was properly Apollo’s. Since Achilles generates this understanding himself, it becomes all the more 
significant that he equates Chryses’ daughter and Briseis, for Chryses did not win back a prize, but a 
member of his family. When Achilles describes Briseis as “the wife of his heart” later in Bk. 9 (9.336), we 
might look back on this prayer with better comprehension of her complexity. See also Robbins (2013: 82) 
on Achilles’ knowledge that Briseis and Chryseis share an origin of captivity. 
269 We can see here also a reflection of Achilles’ statement at 9.342-343: “ὡς καὶ ἐγὼ τήν | ἐκ θυμοῦ 




Achilles more closely, parallels that begin to reveal Briseis’ complex place in the poem. 
The lines 1.348 and 1.430 mirror one another in another way too. The narrator is already 
showing his audience a glimpse of a kind of mirroring or reciprocity between Briseis and 
Achilles.270 Most importantly of all, the poet’s formulation of 1.428-430 allows us to see 
for a moment not just Achilles’ mental state, but that the loss of Briseis represents for 
him a personal and human element of loss concomitant with the loss of honor she also so 
clearly represents. 
 Briseis is last mentioned in Bk. 1, when Thetis supplicates Zeus on Achilles’ behalf. 
In Thetis’ plea, Briseis has returned to her status as γέρας and the question of τιμή takes 
center stage (1.505-510). 
   “τίμησόν μοι υἱόν, ὃς ὠκυμορώτατος ἄλλων    505 
   ἔπλετ᾽, ἀτάρ μιν νῦν γε ἄναξ ἀνδρῶν Ἀγαμέμνων 
   ἠτίμησεν· ἑλὼν γὰρ ἔχει γέρας αὐτὸς ἀπούρας. 
   ἀλλὰ σύ πέρ μιν τῖσον, Ὀλύμπιε μητίετα Ζεῦ· 
   τόφρα δ᾽ ἐπὶ Τρώεσσι τίθει κράτος, ὄφρ᾽ ἂν Ἀχαιοί 
   υἱὸν ἐμὸν τίσωσιν ὀφέλλωσίν τέ ἑ τιμῆι.”     510 
 
   Honor my son for me, a man who is most short-lived of all 
   other men. Just now Agamemnon, lord of men, 
   did him dishonor, for he himself snatched and holds his prize. 
   But as for you, do him honor, O Olympian Zeus of counsels. 
   Set strength upon the Trojans until that time when the Achaians 
   honor my son and with honor make him greater. 
 
The humanizing language and human parallels Achilles drew for her in his great prayer 
have disappeared utterly in her account. While Thetis has certainly heard and paid 
attention to Achilles’ second speech, since she includes his desire that Zeus help the 
                                                 
270 Compare:  1.348 – ἣ δ᾽ ἀέκουσ᾽ ἅμα τοῖσι γυνὴ κίεν. αὐτὰρ Ἀχιλλεύς 




Trojans and make the Achaians suffer (see 1.408-412), she has missed the personal and 
human element in Achilles’ great prayer.271 Thus at the end of Bk. 1, Briseis once more 
fades into mere γέρας and uncertainty.  
 
Hints of Briseis (Bks. 2 and 4) 
 Briseis will not make another physical appearance until Bk. 19, but she does not 
entirely disappear from view. In Bk. 2, she is mentioned three times: Thersites brings her 
up first, intoning that Achilles has mercifully left Agamemnon alive (2.240-242); in 
conversation with Nestor, Agamemnon acknowledges that he was the first to be angry 
when he and Achilles fought over a girl with words flung face to face (κούρη again, 
2.377-378); finally, during the Catalog of Ships, the narrator describes Achilles sitting on 
account of Briseis (2.688-694): 
   κεῖτο γὰρ ἐν νήεσσι ποδάρκης δῖος Ἀχιλλεύς 
   κούρης χωόμενος Βρισηΐδος ἠϋκόμοιο, 
   τὴν ἐκ Λυρνησσοῦ ἐξείλετο πολλὰ μογήσας,     690 
   Λυρνησσὸν διαπορθήσας καὶ τείχεα Θήβης, 
   κὰδ δὲ Μύνητ᾽ ἔβαλεν καὶ Ἐπίστροφον ἐγχεσιμώρους, 
   υἱέας Εὐηνοῖο Σεληπιάδαο ἄνακτος. 
   τῆς ὅ γε κεῖτ᾽ ἀχέων· 
 
   For among the ships lay aside divine swift-footed Achilles 
   angered over the girl Briseis, the lovely-haired, 
   whom he took away from Lyrnessos after suffering much, 
   after ruining Lyrnessos utterly and the walls of Thebes, 
   and he cast down Mynes and Epistrophos, spear fighters both, 
   the sons of king Euenos the son of Selepios. 
   For her sake he lay grieving. 
 
                                                 
271 On the complexity of the human narrative in Achilles’ commissioning speeches to Thetis and her 




Now we hear Briseis’ humanizing backstory and its role in Achilles’ anger. Kirk has 
noted that this passage emphasizes the importance of Briseis herself to Achilles’ anger 
(note the structure of line 689: a wrathful Achilles set in the midst of a description of 
Briseis).272 Achilles won her by his great effort (πολλὰ μογήσας) in sacking Lyrnessos 
and Thebes and in slaying the kings’ sons himself. Once more Briseis is described as a 
kind of duality of person (Βρισηΐδος ἠϋκόμοιο, joining her patronymic and a distinctive 
epithet)273 and prize (the story of removing her from a sacked city). And here for the 
second time the poem is explicit in joining two ideas: both anger (χωόμενος, 2.688) and 
grief (ἀχέων, 2.694)274 are at work in Achilles regarding the loss of this complex figure, 
Briseis. Notably, no explicit language regarding τιμή appears in the narrator’s 
explanation for Achilles’ lack of martial activity. Instead, the narrator dwells on the 
hero’s personal effort and personal loss. 
Achilles’ dual anger and grief for the loss of Briseis appears one other time before the 
long exchanges of Bk. 9’s embassy. At the end of Bk. 4, Apollo cries out to the Trojans, 
rousing them to battle. He tells them that Achilles is not fighting but broods on his heart-
pained anger (οὐ μὰν οὐδ᾽ Ἀχιλεύς, Θέτιδος πάϊς ἠϋκόμοιο | μάρναται, ἀλλ᾽ ἐπὶ νηυσὶ 
                                                 
272 Kirk (1985: 1:230 ad 2.689-90) remarks that the poem focuses particular attention on Briseis and 
Achilles’ personal care for her here.  
273 In the Homeric epics, the epithet ἠΰκομος is generally applied to goddesses: Leto (Il. 1.36, 19.413; Od. 
11.318), Thetis (Il. 4.512, 16. 860, 24.466), Athene (Il. 6.92, 273, 303), Hera (Il. 10.5), and Calypso (Od. 
8.452; 12.389). Of mortals, only Helen receives the epithet frequently in the Iliad (Il.3.329, 7.355, 8.82, 
9.339, 11.369 & 505, 13.766); it appears once for Niobe (Il. 24.602) and once here for Briseis. In the 
Homeric Hymns, the epithet is exclusive to goddesses. 
274 Though Farron (1979: 29) sees only a synonym for anger in this word, the demonstrative example he 
provides is the anger-grief of Meleager’s mother, Althaia, over the slaying of her brother (9.567). It seems 
more likely to me that the word points to something more complex both for Althaia and for Achilles. Rabel 




χόλον θυμαλγέα πέσσει, 4.512-513). Briseis lurks in the background of the description.275 
Of particular note is the close association of “heart’s pain” (θυμαλγέα) and “anger” 
(χόλον). Once more, for a fragmentary moment, the poem offers a glimpse of the 
relationship between Achilles and his γέρας-γυνή, Briseis. 
 
Male-Female Relationships in the Iliad between Bks. 1 and 9 
 We cannot observe Briseis’ modes of interaction in a single setting or multiple 
settings as we can with the likes of Helen, Hekabe, and Andromache. Nevertheless, the 
Iliad steadily reveals the parallels of circumstance these central speaking women have in 
common with Briseis. In light of such correspondences, we should consider whether 
Briseis also enjoyed a version of like-mindedness in her relationships with Achilles and 
Patroclus just as Hekabe, Helen, and Andromache have enjoyed forms of ὁμοφροσύνη 
with their male partners.  
 As the previous chapters have shown, the Iliad develops a variety of male-female 
relationships over the course of Bks. 3 and 6. In Bk. 3, Helen is introduced and handled 
with great complexity. She shares an affectionate relationship with her Trojan father-in-
law, Priam, which is marked by mutual respect. As the book progressed, we found a very 
different kind of male-female interaction between spouses Helen and Paris, one which 
expressed pessimism, apathy, and hostility as they fail to create meaningful bridges of 
communication. Eventually, by Bk. 6, even direct verbal contact between them sputters 
                                                 
275 As Taplin (1992: 10) notes, “It is far more important…that later scenes, with or without direct back-
reference, accumulate significance in the wake of the earlier narrative. Some motifs…gather associations 




out. No element of ὁμοφροσύνη exists between them, not even mutual dislike of the 
other. Helen and Hector, on the other hand, display a constructive male-female 
relationship. They are wonderfully in tune with each other, displaying a sense of mental 
and verbal concord that diverges a great deal from the hostility Helen shows to Paris. 
Helen and Hector’s relationship, in fact, is uniquely cooperative; they have a common 
understanding of Paris, a common goal, and a common affection for one another. 
 In the case of a mother and her son, Hekabe and Hector show respect and mutuality 
for one another with openness and a solicitous regard for one another’s wellbeing. While 
their initial positions are at cross-purposes, by the end of their exchange they have found 
resolution and a common purpose. Lastly, Andromache and Hector show us heightened 
conflict, but in the midst of it, they demonstrate ὁμοφροσύνη in action as they attempt to 
resolve their opposition through a complex interaction of word, touch, and eye-contact. 
Though they fail to come to complete agreement, their efforts nevertheless trace out a 
careful dance whose purpose is to reach mutual understanding. The dance itself displays 
their ὁμοφροσύνη, even if their conversation ends without perfect resolution. 
 As some scholars have observed, Briseis forms a kind of double with Helen.276 Helen 
has been understood as a kind of war-prize herself, fought over just as Briseis is fought 
over in Bk. 1 of the Iliad.277 And, as Suzuki observes, Briseis’ lament for Patroclus 
speaks of the same kind of warm relationship that Helen describes in her lament for 
                                                 
276 Suzuki (1989: 21-29) specifically marks Briseis as a “second Helen,” but also sees her as “a typical 
female in the poem, related to all the other young female figures.” See also: Dué’s (2002: 37-42) discussion 
of the multiple resonances between Helen and Briseis. 




Hector.278 Yet if we hold up the Briseis of Bk. 1 against the Helen of Bks. 3 and 6, Helen 
and Briseis also form a contrasting pair, for Briseis does not want to leave the man to 
whom she has been given, while Helen is filled with longing for her previous husband, 
city, and people (3.139-140, 174-175). Indeed, Briseis in Bk. 19 will speak of looking 
forward to her new husband (Achilles) and people (the Myrmidons). Whereas Helen does 
not receive much consideration from Paris––we recall he must be prodded to fight for 
her––, the poem suggests that Briseis’ importance to Achilles lies not only in her status as 
γέρας but also as a person. 
 Briseis and Hekabe’s connection is less apparent at this point in the Iliad. As a mature 
woman of elite status, Hekabe is the model of a woman one expects an Andromache or 
Briseis to become after the passage of time. Briseis seems to have lost this potential at the 
beginning of the Iliad, and yet, in Bks. 9 and 19, Achilles and Briseis will each suggest 
that Briseis might have become a matriarch in Phthia under different circumstances. 
 Many have discussed the parallels between Andromache and Briseis.279 When we 
come to Bk. 6, we realize these two are connected by point of origin: Briseis was taken in 
the same raid that rendered Andromache an orphan. Briseis will reecho in Bk. 19 the 
sorrow for slain brothers and parents that Andromache expresses in Bk. 6 (6.413-428; 
19.291-294). Andromache’s fear of a dead husband lying before the city has already 
come to pass for Briseis (6.409-413; 19.292). And Hector anticipates for Andromache the 
                                                 
278 Suzuki (1989: 28) comments, “Patroclus appears to have assuaged Briseis’ sense of loss and 
vulnerability in a new and alien environment, as Hector had done for Helen.” 
279 E.g. Reinhardt (1961: 52); Dué (2002: 67-75); Felson and Slatkin (2004: 97); Tsagalis (2004: 141-142); 
Muich (2010: 52 fn 34). But see Muich (2010: 41) for her view that Andromache’s laments resist Briseis’ 




kind of slavery that now has Briseis in its grip (6.447-458). Such qualities are only fully 
understood through a backwards gaze. Yet through the prism of Bks. 3 and 6, Bk. 19 
becomes clearer and we gain fuller scope of how well these two women double one 
another. 
  The impression of these dynamic male-female relationships in Bks. 3 and 6 remain 
with us as the poem progresses and inform our understanding of how men and women 
relate to and interact with one another. It is these women against whom the Iliad sets 
Briseis in relief; it is their relations and communications with men we must draw upon to 
better understand the sequestered Briseis and the full force of what her loss means to 
Achilles and the poem. When we enter Bk. 9, the poem’s diverse accounts of these 
relationships should also inform our reading of Achilles’ speech.  
 
Γέρας & Γυνή: Briseis through Achilles’ Eyes in Book 9 
 Iliad Bk. 9 reprises the themes we glimpsed in Bk. 1 regarding Briseis as both γέρας 
and γυνή and expands them. This time we meet Briseis not in the flesh but through 
Achilles. He defines Briseis for us and for his interlocutors. He fleshes her out by 
breathing a new meaning into the word γέρας and by shaping the idea of ἄλοχος through 
careful characterization. Achilles speech thus paints a picture of how he and Briseis 
related, though we never witness them interact as we have witnessed other male-female 
pairs. Ultimately Odysseus and the other ambassadors fail to comprehend how this 
strange new recasting of a slave girl into a wife-of-the-heart fits into Achilles’ worldview. 




complexity and richness of the relationship that Achilles unfolds in his reply to Odysseus. 
Ajax sees her only as a girl (κούρης | οἴης, 9.637). But he does not understand. The prize 
is inseparable from the person, the person and the prize each cherished. 
 In Bk. 9, Agamemnon has been convinced of his grave mistake (ἀασάμην, 9.116, 
119), and sends Odysseus, Ajax, and Phoenix to Achilles’ camp with an offer of gifts in 
exchange for Achilles’ renewed presence on the battlefield.280 His grandiose offer 
emphasizes quantity and commodity: 7 unfired tripods, 10 talents of gold, 20 cauldrons, 
12 prize-winning horses, 7 women of Lesbos (9.122-131). He also offers another set of 
gifts when Troy falls: all the gold and bronze Achilles wants, 20 beautiful Trojan women, 
and one of Agamemnon’s 3 daughters whose dowry will be 7 cities (9.135-156). Briseis 
also appears (9.131-134): 
       μετὰ δ᾽ ἔσσεται ἣν τότ᾽ ἀπηύρων,   131 
   κούρη Βρισῆος· ἐπὶ δὲ μέγαν ὅρκον ὀμοῦμαι, 
   μή ποτε τῆς εὐνῆς ἐπιβήμεναι ἠδὲ μιγῆναι, 
   ἣ θέμις ἀνθρώπων πέλει, ἀνδρῶν ἠδὲ γυναικῶν.    
 
   And among them will be she whom I then took, 
   Briseus’ daughter; and what’s more, I will swear a great oath, 
   never to have mounted her bed or lain with her, 
   as is the natural custom of people, of men and women. 
 
                                                 
280 When the three arrive, Achilles sits playing his lyre, specified as a piece of war booty won from 
Eëtion’s city, and singing about the deeds of great men (9.184-189). While many point to Achilles’ lyre-
playing for how it connects him to Apollo and Chiron, few also connect it to Briseis, about whom Achilles 
will speak with Odysseus. For Achilles’ connection to Apollo, see: Robbins (2013: 70, 82-83 fn 30); for the 
connection to Chiron, see Mackie (1997: 7). The last time the poem spoke explicitly of Briseis was to 
illuminate her background and connect the fall of her city Lyrnessos with fall of Eëtion’s Thebes (2.691), 
and to emphasize Achilles’ efforts in getting her. Since Achilles acquired this instrument in the same 
expedition that gained him Briseis, one wonders how much these two, the lyre and Briseis, are connected in 
the mind of Achilles or of the narrator. It may be an ominous sign for the embassy from the start. Muellner 
(1996: 138-139 fn 11) mentions the sacked city of Eëtion as a source of prestige objects, including Briseis 




Agamemnon sets the return of Briseis, the spark of Achilles’ anger, in the midst of his 
great list, submerging the bitter pill in a honeyed sea of gifts and bonuses. Although 
Agamemnon elaborates this portion of the gift list by promising to return Briseis (once 
again named) and by swearing he did not bed her, it becomes clear that Agamemnon still 
considers prizes interchangeable. To him, Briseis is simply one prize amid a heap of 
prizes.281 
 But rather than concurring with Agamemnon’s efforts to commodify Briseis, Iliad 
Bk. 9 elaborates and elucidates Briseis’ complex place in Achilles’ camp before the 
quarrel. In his exchange with Odysseus, Achilles’ choice of language is revealing, 
especially in light of how the Iliad previously examined male-female relationships and 
interaction. He speaks of his sleepless nights and bloody days fighting with men for their 
wives (ἤματα δ᾽αἱματόεντα διέπρησσον πολεμίζων, | ἀνδράσι μαρνάμενος ὀάρων ἕνεκα 
σφετεράων, 9.325-327).282 He transitions seamlessly from wives, to treasures stored up in 
cities, to wives-made-prizes (γέρα) (9.328-334), a line of thought that suggests the 
inherent problems of a human γέρας. Then Achilles reaches the critical offense (9.335-
336): 
   τοῖσι μὲν ἔμπεδα κεῖται, ἐμέο δ᾽ ἀπὸ μούνου Ἀχαιῶν   335 
   εἵλετ᾽, ἔχει δ᾽ἄλοχον θυμαρέα.          
 
                                                 
281 Hainsworth’s (1993: 3:108 ad 9.342) sardonic comment is on the nose: Agamemnon has an “inability to 
regard women as anything but objects to be returned undamaged or weighed out in sevens and scores.” 
282 He sacked 23 cities and took away many good treasures that he continually turned over to Agamemnon 
(κειμήλια πολλὰ καὶ ἐσθλά | ἐξελόμην, καὶ πάντα φέρων Ἀγαμέμνονι δόσκον, 9.330-331). The implication 
of these two parts of Achilles’ speech is that Agamemnon not only has more of such treasures as gold, 
bronze, tripods, and prize-winning horses (all of which he has on immediate offer for Achilles now!), but of 
the ὀάρων, the wives of the men whom Achilles fought all those bloody days. Meanwhile, having received 
so much, Agamemnon divvied up but little and kept much (9.333), only giving some prizes of honor to the 




   Their prize-women lie with them still, but from me alone of all Achaians 
   he took and holds the wife fitted to my heart. 
 
Both noun and epithet in the short sentence of line 336 are striking. Twice before the 
narrator has referred to Briseis as a γυνή, but it enters the moment as a shock when 
Achilles refers to her as an ἄλοχος. By using ἄλοχος, he dispels the ambiguity inherent in 
γυνή and troubles the meaning of γέρας. Achilles lost one whom he considered a wife. 
This epithet (ἄλοχον θυμαρέα) is only used of one wife outside this moment: when 
Odysseus himself is reunited with his fittingly clever wife, Penelope: “So she spoke, and 
roused up in him even more a desire for weeping; he wept as he held the wife fitted to his 
heart, who knew how to be thoughtful” (ὣς φάτο, τῶι δ᾽ ἔτι μᾶλλον ὑφ᾽ ἵμερον ὦρσε 
γόοιο· κλαῖε δ᾽ ἔχων ἄλοχον θυμαρέα, κεδνὰ ἰδυῖαν, Od. 23.231-232).283  
It is this quality of wifeliness that Achilles develops, as well as its import for the 
greater context of the Achaian effort. He lays out his thinking for the ambassadors 
(9.335-343): 
   τοῖσι μὲν ἔμπεδα κεῖται, ἐμέο δ᾽ἀπὸ μούνου Ἀχαιῶν  335 
   εἵλετ᾽, ἔχει δ᾽ ἄλοχον θυμαρέα. τῆι παριαύων 
   τερπέσθω. τί δὲ δεῖ πολεμιζέμεναι Τρώεσσιν 
   Ἀργείους; τί δὲ λαὸν ἀνήγαγεν ἐνθάδ᾽ ἀγείρας 
   Ἀτρείδης; ἦ οὐχ Ἑλένης ἕνεκ᾽ ἠϋκόμοιο; 
   ἦ μοῦνοι φιλέουσ᾽ ἀλόχους μερόπων ἀνθρώπων    340 
   Ἀτρεῖδαι; ἐπεὶ ὅς τις ἀνὴρ ἀγαθὸς καὶ ἐχέφρων, 
   ἣν αὐτοῦ φιλέει καὶ κήδεται, ὡς καὶ ἐγὼ τήν 
   ἐκ θυμοῦ φίλεον, δουρικτήτην περ ἐοῦσαν. 
 
   Their prize-women lie with them still, but from me alone of all Achaians 
   he took and holds the wife fitted to my heart. Lying with her, 
   let him have his pleasure. But, why must the Argives war 
   with the Trojans? And why did the son of Atreus gather people 
                                                 
283 As we recall from the Introduction, this fitting pair of Odysseus and Penelope are considered the 




   and lead them here? Was it not for lovely-haired Helen’s sake? 
   Are the only mortal men who love their wives 
   the sons of Atreus? Since any good and sensible man 
   loves and takes thought for his wife, just as I too 
   loved her from my heart, even though she was gained by the spear. 
 
Immediately after Achilles describes Briseis as the wife fitted to his heart, he seems to 
reject her (9.336-337). The enjambed τερπέσθω is particularly strong and surprising, 
since the two words preceding give no warning for it.284 But following this unanticipated 
invitation, Achilles asks pointed questions about husbands, wives, and marriage: “Was it 
not for lovely-haired Helen’s sake?” (9.339), “Are the only mortal men who love their 
wives | the sons of Atreus?” (9.340-341). Achilles undermines his invitation and 
strengthens his designation of Briseis as a wife by comparing the outrage of her 
abduction to the abduction of Helen (the rapine of two ἄλοχοι). And by including himself 
among the mortals who love their wives, he strengthens his description of her as his 
ἄλοχον θυμαρέα. Achilles explains this role of a husband and particularizes it for himself 
(9.341-343). He speaks of husbands and wives––and, by extension, of his ἄλοχος 
Briseis––in terms of consideration (κήδεται) and love (φιλέει, φίλεον). Such words 
express affection rather than focused sexual desire, standing in stark contrast to Paris’ 
words for Helen (ἔρως, 3.442; σεο νῦν ἔραμαι, 3.446; ἵμερος 3.446). Indeed, his phrase 
ἐκ θυμοῦ φίλεον (“I loved her from my heart,” 9.343) will reappear shortly when Phoenix 
                                                 
284 Instead of τερπέσθω, “let him take his pleasure,” Achilles could just as well have expressed outrage at 
the violation in other words. In Hainsworth’s (1993: 3:106-107 ad 9.336) view, this word signals that 




uses it to describe his fatherly affection for Achilles in his boyhood (καὶ σὲ τοσοῦτον 
ἔθηκα, θεοῖς ἐπιείκελ᾽ Ἀχιλλεῦ | ἐκ θυμοῦ φιλέων, 9.485-486).285  
 The final phrase, δουρικτήτην περ ἐοῦσαν (“even though she was gained by the 
spear,” 9.343), adds to the surprise of Achilles’ description of Briseis.286 He couches it as 
a concession. Thus Achilles admits that his feelings for Briseis, his understanding of their 
relationship, are unexpected, unusual, and may not make sense to his listeners. 
Altogether, Achilles has strongly set Briseis’ worth in terms of being a wife: her worth to 
Achilles is like Helen’s worth to Menelaos and the house of Atreus; Achilles loved her as 
a wife from his heart but also as a wife fitted to his heart (ἐκ θυμοῦ φίλεον, ἄλοχον 
θυμαρέα). No other expression of love between a man and a woman is as strong as this in 
the Iliad.287 
 And yet, Briseis is always simultaneously the γυνή and the γέρας. Achilles closes this 
part of his reflection by bringing back to the surface the affront of snatching his γέρας 
(9.344-345).  
   νῦν δ᾽ ἐπεὶ ἐκ χειρῶν γέρας εἵλετο καί μ᾽ ἀπάτησεν, 
   μή μεο πειράτω εὖ εἰδότος––οὐδέ με πείσει––    345 
 
   But now, after he has taken my prize from my hands and deceived me, 
   let him not try me; I know better––he will not persuade me–– 
 
                                                 
285 Phoenix’ appeal to his love and attention for boy-Achilles may elucidate the way that Achilles uses this 
phrase for Briseis in the passage above. Phoenix uses the phrase to speak of his affection for and devotion 
to Achilles as his surrogate son, in whom Phoenix as placed his own hope for the future (9.485-495). 
286 Redfield (2004: 7) notes this word, δουρικτήτην, is a Homeric hapax; he suggests it represents the 
“oddity of his conflation” of valuable object and wife. 
287 We will have to wait until the Odyssey for such a phrase to reappear, and that at the moment when that 




Agamemnon cannot be trusted even in his offer of recompense because he took Achilles’ 
γέρας from his very hands (ἐκ χειρῶν) and cheated him (μ᾽ ἀπάτησεν). Even here, within 
Achilles’ second reference to Briseis as γέρας, there remains a hint of something else, just 
as Achilles joined the idea of γέρας and ἄλοχος previously at 9.335-336. Agamemnon 
took from him a prize that should have been permanent, but he also stripped from 
Achilles what the hero had reason to believe was an unassailable relationship with a 
woman at once γέρας and γυνή. The woman was his to do with as he wanted, and what he 
wanted was to care for her and love her as an ἄλοχος, a wife. Now Agamemnon has 
violated both aspects by taking the prize and deceiving Achilles of his expectations. 
Achilles will not set new expectations by the fickle Agamemnon; he knows better (μή 
μεο πειράτω εὖ εἰδότος–οὐδέ με πείσει–, 9.345). 
 Achilles has therefore distilled a slightly new meaning into the word γέρας. Γέρας has 
come to mean for him a simultaneous embodiment of the honor due him and the woman 
he considers an ἄλοχος θυμαρής.288 The offense was never about the gain or loss of an 
item that may be restituted with more copious gifts; it has been about human loss, 
relational loss, from the start. This understanding is borne out by the next portions of his 
speech. Achilles states that he will go home to Phthia, where he is already rich in 
possessions, and take with him the abundance he has now gotten from the war (9.364-
367). He rejects outright the gifts Agamemnon proposes and says he finds them hateful 
(ἐχθρὰ δέ μοι τοῦ δῶρα, 9.378). Despite his own great possessions and his rejection of 
                                                 
288 Felson and Slatkin (2004: 95) note how Achilles “collapses the categories of wife and war-prize, in 




Agamemnon’s gifts, Achilles once more revisits the outrageous loss of his γέρας (γέρας 
δέ μοι ὅς περ ἔδωκεν | αὖτις ἐφυβρίζων ἕλετο κρείων Ἀγαμέμνων | Ἀτρείδης, 9.367-369). 
No amount–not an infinity of gifts–could ever make up for the affront he has suffered 
(9.379-386). The γέρας has far more meaning than what Agamemnon or his ambassadors 
realize: the human loss of honor and the human loss of companionship, wrapped up 
together in the figure of Briseis, are what were ultimately at stake. 
In a second wave of rejection, Achilles addresses the offer of marriage to one of 
Agamemnon’s daughters. This too offers insight into the way Achilles viewed his 
relationship with Briseis and its potentials (especially in light of Briseis’ speech in Bk. 
19); that is, it elaborates what a relationship with a wife is. We have seen that Achilles 
speaks of a surprising relationship with a spear-won wife. In another surprising move, 
Achilles posits an ideally attractive woman in the very process of rejecting her (9.388-
392): 
   κούρην δ᾽ οὐ γαμέω Ἀγαμέμνονος Ἀτρείδαο, 
   οὐδ᾽ εἰ χρυσείηι Ἀφροδίτηι κάλλος ἐρίζοι, 
   ἔργα δ᾽ Ἀθηναίηι γλαυκώπιδι ἰσοφαρίζοι·     390 
   οὐδέ μιν ὧς γαμέω. ὃ δ᾽ Ἀχαιῶν ἄλλον ἑλέσθω, 
   ὅς τις οἷ τ᾽ ἐπέοικε καὶ ὃς βασιλεύτερός ἐστιν. 
 
   Nor will I marry a daughter of Agamemnon the son of Atreus, 
   not if she rivaled golden Aphrodite for beauty, 
   and vied with grey-eyed Athene for works. 
   Not even so will I marry her. Let him choose another Achaian, 
   someone who befits him and who is kinglier. 
 
Were Agamemnon’s daughter lovely as Aphrodite, she would hold no appeal for him; 




exceptional beauty or skill,289 Achilles stresses affection: one who fits his heart (ἄλοχον 
θυμαρέα, 9.336), and who moves his θυμός (ἐκ θυμοῦ φίλεον, 9.343). In this he likens 
himself to other husbands (ἣν αὐτοῦ φιλέει καὶ κήδεται, ὡς καὶ ἐγὼ τήν, 9.342). The vast 
dowry of Agamemnon’s daughter has no comparative appeal; for Achilles, “wife” 
signifies more than acquiring an object of prestige.290  
 These more abstract social qualities are what Achilles returns to when he envisions 
his future wife in Phthia. In describing his ideal marriage, Achilles values choice and the 
potential of human relationship in his future marriage, an idea consonant with his earlier 
language regarding Briseis. Achilles prioritizes his relationship with his own father in 
                                                 
289 Achilles’ first choice, Briseis, is one of only two female characters in the Iliad to be likened to golden 
Aphrodite. The narrator in Bk. 19 puts Briseis on par with Achilles’ Bk. 9 description of an idealized 
potential wife: Βρισηῒς…ἰκέλη χρυσῆι Ἀφροδίτηι (“Briseis…resembling golden Aphrodite,” 19.282). 
Achilles has already had a girl like golden Aphrodite whom he considered “wife.” The only other mortal in 
this poem to be called so is Cassandra (24.699). Indeed, the phrase χρυσέα Ἀφροδίτη is not terribly 
common in extant Homeric literature, even when applied to Aphrodite. Penelope is twice likened to 
Aphrodite in the Odyssey when encountering Telemachus, then Odysseus, after their long absences. Places 
where the phrase “χρυσέα Ἀφροδίτη” occurs in any case in the Iliad, Odyssey, and the Homeric Hymns are 
as follows: 
Il.:   3.64:  Paris says not to bring up the favors of golden Aphrodite 
  5.427:  Aphrodite the golden (the goddess herself here) 
  9.389:  Achilles refuses to marry one of Agamemnon’s daughters, even if she challenged golden  
Aphrodite in beauty (Ironic, given that the poem later describes Briseis as resembling 
golden Aphrodite). 
  19.282:  Briseis is like/resembles golden Aphrodite 
  22.470:  Golden Aphrodite gave Andromache her head-covering/diadem 
  24.699:  Cassandra resembles golden Aphrodite 
Od.: 4.14:  Hermione (daughter of Helen) has the form of golden Aphrodite 
  8.337 & 8.342:  Apollo and Hermes discuss the prospect of sleeping with golden Aphrodite (the  
      Aphrodite/Ares in chains story) 
  17.37:  Penelope looks like Artemis, or golden Aphrodite at the time when Penelope first sees  
Telemachus on his return. 
  19.54:  Penelope looks like Artemis, or golden Aphrodite when she comes down before her  
interview with disguised Odysseus. 
InVen.: 65:   φιλομμειδὴς Ἀφροδίτη, decked/adorned with gold 
  93:   χρυσέη Ἀφροδίτη, the epithet proper 
290 See Muellner (1996: 141-143) for the view that Achilles considers Agamemnon’s gifts an “assertion of 




choosing a bride (Πηλεύς θήν μοι ἔπειτα γυναῖκά γε μάσσεται αὐτός, 9.394). He would 
rather have a bride who is pleasing to him in part because she is pleasing to Peleus. The 
father of this “dear wife” will come from the best of men in Achilles’ community at home 
(Phthia and Hellas, 9.395-396). Once again we note how Achilles revives the relational 
idea of affection (φίλην) in his understanding of a proper marital relationship (τάων ἥν κ᾽ 
ἐθέλωμι φίλην ποιήσομ᾽ ἄκοιτιν, 9.397) and the idea of a “fitting” wife (ἄλοχον, εἰκυῖαν 
ἄκοιτιν, 9.399), though with less intimate language than he used for his established 
relationship to Briseis.291  
 Finally, Achilles resituates the place of possessions in a marriage. Agamemnon 
offered possessions and marriage as interchangeable ideas, with marriage as a type of 
possession that generates even further possessions. Achilles has a slightly different 
understanding (9.398-400): 
   ἔνθα δέ μοι μάλα πολλὸν ἐπέσσυτο θυμὸς ἀγήνωρ 
   γήμαντα μνηστὴν ἄλοχον, εἰκυῖαν ἄκοιτιν, 
   κτήμασι τέρπεσθαι τὰ γέρων ἐκτήσατο Πηλεύς.    400 
 
   And there far more does my manly heart dispose me, 
   having once married a wooed wife, a fitting wife, 
   to take delight in the possessions that old Peleus got. 
 
Achilles’ heart (θυμός, 9.398) bids him delight in possessions not for their own sake, but 
in the context of relationships and community, which for him comprise his father and his 
wife. Indeed, marrying the right woman is preterit to enjoying possessions (note the aorist 
                                                 
291 In a lecture on the tensions in the Homeric redistributive system when it involves women, Redfield 
(2004: 18) suggests “that what Achilles really wants is to take Briseis home with him and marry her.” In 
support of this, Redfield draws our attention to Achilles’ behavior in Bk. 1: after the first time Achilles 
threatens to go home (1.169-171) and Agamemnon replies he will take Briseis (1.173-187), Achilles “stops 




participle γήμαντα, 9.399). He will continue to value the qualities he gave voice to in 
describing why Briseis was so meaningful to him. Thus Achilles posits a wife like 
Briseis, not one whose purpose is to bring him land and wealth, but one who fits his idea 
of wife and with whom he can live, enjoying their belongings together. 
 By the close of Bk. 9, the Iliad has opened a space to observe other men and women 
working toward shared understanding, attempting to find resolution even the midst of 
terrible difficulties and disagreements. We have also seen the absence of this pattern in 
the case of Helen and Paris, whose union comes only by the pull of Aphrodite. Now we 
see Achilles lay out the importance of having a “fitting wife” and privilege social bonds 
over the more visible attractions of beauty and wealth. Briseis, as ἄλοχος θυμαρής, would 
seem to have been fit for his ideal of sharing and enjoyment, however much her future 
with him is now in question. A comparison of these episodes indicates that Achilles’ 
ideal values of marriage fall closer to the pattern set by Andromache and Hector than that 
of Helen and Paris.292 The Iliadic pattern of ὁμοφροσύνη, like-mindedness, may inform 
the desirable marriage Achilles describes.  
 
Briseis in the Interim: Sustained Significance (Bk. 16) 
 In Bk. 16, Patroclus reports the sorry state of the Achaian forces to Achilles and 
rebukes Achilles for his anger. He asks his friend to allow him to take the Myrmidons out 
                                                 
292 Tsagalis (2004: 140-142) discusses how parallels between Briseis and Andromache encourage the 
comparison of Hector and Achilles, who in turn present parallels and antitheses to one another. From these 




to fight, even if Achilles himself will not relent from his anger. Achilles, in this moment, 
feels compelled to reiterate his anger that his γέρας was stripped from him (16.52-61). 
   ἀλλὰ τόδ᾽ αἰνὸν ἄχος κραδίην καὶ θυμὸν ἱκάνει, 
   ὁππότε δὴ τὸν ὁμοῖον ἀνὴρ ἐθέλησιν ἀμέρσαι 
   καὶ γέρας ἂψ ἀφελέσθαι, ὅ τε κράτεϊ προβεβήκηι· 
   αἰνὸν ἄχος τό μοί ἐστιν, ἐπεὶ πάθον ἄλγεα θυμωῖ.   55 
   κούρην, ἣν ἄρα μοι γέρας ἔξελον υἷες Ἀχαιῶν, 
   δουρὶ δ᾽ ἐμῶι κτεάτισσα, πόλιν εὐτείχεα πέρσας, 
   τὴν ἄψ ἐκ χειρῶν ἕλετο κρείων Ἀγαμέμνων 
   Ἀτρείδης, ὡς εἴ τιν᾽ ἀτίμητον μετανάστην. 
   ἀλλὰ τὰ μὲν προτετύχθαι ἐάσομεν· οὐδ᾽ ἄρα πως ἦν   60 
   ἀσπερχὲς κεχολῶσθαι ἐνὶ φρεσίν. 
 
   But this comes as a dread grief upon the heart in my breast 
   when a man desires to despoil his equal 
   and deprive him of his prize because he precedes him in power.  
   A dread grief this is to me, since I endured suffering in my heart. 
   The girl, whom the sons of the Achaians chose as a prize for me, 
   whom I gained with my own spear after sacking the well-walled city, 
   her he took from my very hands, lord Agamemnon 
   Atreus’ son, treating me as if I were some honorless outcast. 
   But we will leave what’s done as done. It was in no way possible 
   to be continuously angry at heart. 
 
As he recalls the offense against him, Achilles emphasizes once more his grief in losing 
Briseis. Once more we see the γέρας and the girl interwoven with one another. The 
complex understanding of γέρας we gained from Achilles’ use of it in Bk. 9 helps inform 
its use here, as well as the narrator’s language in earlier books. The poem retraces the 
steps it made in Bk. 2, when the narrator marked Achilles’ absence, grieving because of 
her [Briseis] (τῆς ὅ γε κεῖτ᾽ ἀχέων, 2.694). Achilles elaborates the idea of grief as one 
which is tied up with the affront he suffered (αἰνὸν ἄχος, πάθον ἄλγεα θυμωῖ, ἀτίμητον 
16.52-54, 59) and with the person lost: the girl whom he himself won and who was also a 




(ἐάσομεν), he will nevertheless refrain from entering the battle himself. The affront is 
still too great.  
 Strikingly, Briseis is not wholly set aside even now. When Achilles encourages 
Patroclus to fight, he returns to the idea of regaining her. Achilles had seemed to give up 
on Briseis in Bk. 9, speaking of loving and caring for her in the past tense and proposing 
a new bride for himself in Phthia. Now, however, the possibility of regaining his honor, 
his glory, and his girl, along with other gifts, has resurfaced (16.83-87): 
   πείθεο δ᾽, ὥς τοι ἐγὼ μύθου τέλος ἐν φρεσὶ θείω, 
   ὡς ἄν μοι τιμὴν μεγάλην καὶ κῦδος ἄρηαι 
   πρὸς πάντων Δαναῶν, ἀτὰρ οἳ περικαλλέα κούρην   85 
   ἂψ ἀπονάσσωσιν, ποτὶ δ᾽ ἀγλαὰ δῶρα πόρωσιν. 
   ἐκ νηῶν ἐλάσας ἰέναι πάλιν·  
 
   But obey to completion the message I set on your mind, 
   so that you win for me great honor and glory 
   from all the Danaans, but they settle back home 
   the surpassingly beautiful girl, and give splendid gifts besides. 
   After driving them from the ships, come back. 
 
This moment of crisis reveals that regaining Briseis is still a possibility.293 Achilles’ 
comments at lines 85-86 are distinctive, for it is the only time that he comments on 
Briseis’ looks (περικαλλέα κούρην); she has otherwise been valued for affective reasons. 
The word περικαλλής is seldom applied to a woman in the Iliad. It often describes objects 
or body parts, giving rise to some ambiguity when applied to a γέρας as complex as 
Briseis. Elsewhere, the Iliad uses περικαλλής only once of a woman, for Eëriboia 
                                                 
293 Rabel (1997: 159) notes that even as Achilles anger begins to give way, he has “a renewed desire to 
recover Briseis,” which, in Rabel’s view, signals the poem’s ongoing question of the power of desire. 





(περικαλλὴς Ἠερίβοια, 5.389), whose stepsons chained Ares up in a bronze cauldron. It 
is Eëriboia who informs Hermes of the trapped god, effecting his rescue.294 Significantly, 
this woman is not a γέρας, but rather the remarkable fulcrum in the story of the war god’s 
suffering. Another unusual phrase follows his description of her: ἂψ ἀπονάσσωσιν 
(“settle back home,” 16.86). The word has caught the attention of commentators for 
Achilles’ unique use of it.295 But instead of odd, it, like other elements in this episode,296 
points to concepts developing in the poem. The idea of “dwelling”––if we keep the 
current reading––suggests within it the domestic element from Achilles’ speech in Bk. 9 
and looks forward to Briseis’ speech in Bk. 19, expressing her dashed hopes for a home 
in Phthia.  
 Here in the interim, then, we see Briseis once more in her dual nature of prize and 
companion. The distinctiveness of Achilles’ phrasing indicates that Briseis in all her 
complexity is one motivation for sending Patroclus out to aid the flagging Achaian 
forces.  
 
Thetis’ Revised Understanding of Briseis (Bk. 18) 
 Patroclus’s death clarifies the loss of Briseis as much as it intensifies Achilles’ grief 
in losing a far closer companion. As we have seen, in Bk. 1 Thetis spoke of Achilles’ loss 
                                                 
294 Dione tells the story to Aphrodite after the latter suffers a wound from Diomedes (5.381-391). 
295 Leaf (1900: ad 16.86) calls it “strange”. Janko (1992: 4:327 ad 16.83-88) says it “is stilted, as it means 
literally to ‘settle’ someone elsewhere, cf. the middle at 2.629, Od. 15.254,” but dismisses other proposed 
readings as no better. 
296 Note, for example, his rephrasing of Bk. 9’s “δουρικτήτην περ ἐοῦσαν” (9.343) with “δουρὶ δ᾽ ἐμῶι 




of Briseis in terms of honor (τιμή), failing to understand the complexity of human loss 
underlying her son’s grief. But in Bk. 18, she seems to have gained new understanding 
(18.442-446, 457-461). 
   ὄφρα δέ μοι ζώει καὶ ὁρᾶι φάος ἠελίοιο 
   ἄχνυται, οὐδέ τί οἱ δύναμαι χραισμῆσαι ἰοῦσα. 
   κούρην, ἣν ἄρα οἱ γέρας ἔξελον υἷες Ἀχαιῶν, 
   τὴν ἂψ ἐκ χειρῶν ἕλετο κρείων Ἀγαμέμνον·     445 
   ἤτοι ὃ τῆς ἀχέων φρένας ἔφθιεν, … 
   … 
       ὃ γὰρ ἦν οἱ, ἀπώλεσε πιστὸς ἑταῖρος   460 
   Τρωσὶ δαμείς· ὃ δὲ κεῖται ἐπὶ χθονὶ θυμὸν ἀχεύων. 
 
   So long as he lives where I can be and looks on the light of the sun, 
   he grieves, nor am I able to do a thing when I go to him. 
   The girl, whom the sons of the Achaians chose as a prize for him 
   her he took from his very hands, lord Agamemnon; 
   Truly, for her he was sapping his heart with grieving, … 
   … 
        for what [armor] he had his trusty companion lost 
   when slain by the Trojans. But now he lies on the ground grieving at heart. 
 
In juxtaposing her son’s grief over losing Briseis with his new grief over Patroclus, 
Thetis essentially equates them.297 She might have returned to the idea of τιμή, as she had 
stressed when she supplicated Zeus.298 Rabel has argued that Thetis intentionally leaves 
aside “the important elements of the narrator’s plot” in her attempt to persuade 
Hephaistos, opting for the more pitiable theme of tragic love.299 But our investigation has 
shown how the narrator treats Briseis’ relationship to Achilles with care and sensitivity. 
                                                 
297 Cf. de Jong (1987b: 216-218); Hutcheson (2018: 199). 
298 Cf. Hutcheson (2018: 172-192). 
299 Rabel (1997: 170-171). Even if rhetorical, Thetis’ version places Patroclus and Briseis within the same 
type of grief and loss. Contra: Taplin (1992: 214), who puts forward this moment in Bk. 18 as suggestive of 
Achilles and Briseis’ “romantic” relationship. He therefore implies that Thetis is placing two affectionate 




Instead, the poem suggests that Thetis herself has come to a new understanding: Briseis 
and Patroclus lie on the continuum of personal loss and suffering in her son’s short life 
(ὄφρα … ζώει … ἄχνυται, 18.442-443). Thus she repeats forms of ἄχος as she relates 
each episode (18.443, 446, 461). Thetis’ truncated account on the eve of Briseis’ return 
reminds the audience of the complex relationship that Achilles laid out in Bk. 9, and 
which he may have hoped to regain as of Bk. 16. But circumstances have changed, and so 
has Achilles.  
 
Briseis Speaks (Bk. 19) 
Slaves seldom speak in the Iliad. But when they do (6.381-389; 11.638-641; 19.287-
300), they are almost universally prompted to speak by their masters. When Briseis 
appears again in the flesh, it should astonish us that she speaks at all, and even more so 
because she speaks unprompted by her master. But her speech does not have this 
immediate effect on us. Rather, the poem has prepared us to see Briseis through a 
different set of standards. As we have seen, Briseis’ internal voice of the will 
differentiated her from a totally silent Chryseis. And when she speaks, we hold her up 
against the patterns set by the other women in the poem––Helen, Hekabe, and 
Andromache––to measure the speech she gives. By this point, we have seen these three 
other free women confidently engage the men of the poem in expressions of mutual 
understanding and like-mindedness. Now in Bk. 19 the significance of Briseis’ 
unwillingness to leave Achilles becomes more readily understood. The poem prompts us 




provided about her place in Achilles’ camp. Noteworthy as this is, other factors 
contribute to the remarkableness of this moment; the freedom with which she speaks, the 
content of what she says, and our knowledge of what Achilles has said about her, permit 
us to infer that Briseis had recurrent conversations with both Achilles and Patroclus. 
 
 Significantly, Briseis speaks about her special position in the camp of Achilles with 
an assumption of freedom and in a semi-public space. Even if there are indications that 
Briseis does not offer her words for public consumption,300 she seems to give her elegy in 
the presence of a large body of people. In this regard, it is notable how freely she speaks, 
for she does so not in private but as soon as she sees Patroclus’ body by the ships.301 The 
space is open to witnesses; however, there is some uncertainty about whether Achilles 
and the Achaian elders are near enough to hear her elegy, though they are present as 
Achilles laments Patroclus in turn (19.282-339).302 Supporting the idea that Briseis and 
Achilles’ laments are given in semi-publicity, Pietro Pucci has observed that their 
laments form an antiphony.303 If this is so, Briseis remarks on her relationships with 
                                                 
300 She cries out spontaneously at the sight of Patroclus and begins to mutilate herself. See also Petersmann 
(1973: 7-8). 
301 We must imagine that her speech outdoors rather than in the domestic privacy of the hut (κλισίη) since 
Achilles placed Patroclus in front of the ships to be mourned there before his funeral (18.337-340). This 
passage suggests that the body lies outdoors, but at 19.211-212 Achilles says that Patroclus lies in his hut. 
This must surely be an anomaly as in Bks. 23 and 24 Achilles and the Myrmidons drive horses around the 
pyre and Achilles gives an oration over the body before hordes of men (23.4-29; 24.1-17). When Thetis 
finds her son lying with Patroclus in his arms at the beginning of Bk. 19, he is surrounded by a large 
number (πολέες ἑταῖροι) of his companions (19.5). Shortly thereafter he seems to move with ease to the sea 
shore (19.40-41). Prior to Briseis’ speech we observe that the Myrmidons set the gifts in Achilles’ hut but 
seat the women down (καὶ τὰ μὲν ἐν κλισίηισι θέσαν, κάθεσαν δὲ γυναῖκας, 19.280). It is here outside that 
they must be seated. 
302 These are: Agamemnon, Menelaos, Odysseus, Nestor, Idomeneus, and Phoenix. 




Patroclus and Achilles in the relative open and with a great deal more freedom than is 
usual for a normal slave. The physical context of her lament marks the significance of her 
relationships with these two men. 
Briseis’ appearance, behavior, and inward thoughts also mark this moment’s 
significance, for the narrator links Briseis and Achilles with language that echoes earlier 
points in the story. The poem gives an elaborate description of the long absent woman 
before her lament (19.282-286): 
   Βρισηῒς δ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ἔπειτ᾽ ἰκέλη χρυσῆι Ἀφροδίτηι, 
   ὡς ἴδε Πάτροκλον δεδαϊγμένον ὀξέϊ χαλκῶι, 
   ἀμφ᾽αὐτῶι χυμένη λίγ᾽ ἐκώκυε, χερσὶ δ᾽ ἄμυσσεν 
   στήθεά τ᾽ ἠδ᾽ ἁπαλὴν δειρὴν ἰδὲ καλὰ πρόσωπα.  285 
   εἶπε δ᾽ ἄρα κλαίουσα γυνὴ εἰκυῖα θεῆισιν· 
 
   And then Briseis, resembling golden Aphrodite, 
   when she saw Patroclus torn up with sharp bronze, 
   draping herself about him, screamed shrilly, and with her hands tore 
   her breasts and her soft skin and her beautiful face. 
   And she spoke then, wailing, a woman resembling the goddesses. 
 
As Briseis arrives on scene, the narrator picks up an image that Achilles had uttered in 
Bk. 9. Achilles, we recall, had refused to marry Agamemnon’s daughter, even had she 
rivaled Aphrodite for beauty (οὐδ᾽ εἰ χρυσείηι Ἀφροδίτηι κάλλος ἐρίζοι, 9.389). Now we 
hear his challenge echoed in the narrator’s description of a woman who actually 
embodies the ideal the hero put forward. Twice the poem calls attention to Briseis’ 
appearance in this small preface. She is particularly beautiful, likened to the goddesses 
(γυνὴ εἰκυῖα θεῆισιν) and to Aphrodite in particular.304 We may also remember that 
                                                 
304 Coray (2016: 132 ad 19.286) notes the use of γυνή may point to her status as wife, a theme in her 
speech to come. See also: de Jong (1987b: 198). I would only add that the theme of wife has been 




Achilles has remarked on her exceptional beauty himself (περικαλλέα, 16.85). The 
repetition of this relatively rare epithet (χρυσέη Ἀφροδίτη)––and even rarer application to 
a mortal woman––and the language of γυνή strengthen the link between Briseis and 
Achilles in the echoed wording and the themes of “wife” in Bks. 9 and 19.305 These hint 
at the hero’s perception of Briseis and his previous view of her as ἄλοχος. 
It is not the only link between them; another phrase shows the harmony between 
Briseis and Achilles’ internal impressions. At 19.283, the poem relates how Briseis 
perceives Patroclus’ body with the phrase δεδαϊγμένον ὀξέϊ χαλκῶι (“torn up with the 
sharp bronze”) and so exposes us to her internal perception and impressions.306 It is used 
of Briseis’ view of a man’s body twice: describing Patroclus’ body (19.283) and 
describing the body of her previous husband (19.292). It has often been noted how the 
repetition suggests that Briseis correlates her former husband’s death with the death of 
Patroclus.307 Yet the phrase bears further investigation. Seldom does it appear in the Iliad, 
remarkable for a poem otherwise crowded with images of the slain. Indeed, it first 
appears in the poem when Achilles views the body of his dear friend for the first time 
(18.233-236): 
                                                 
305 Dué (2002: 74f.) argues that both times Briseis’ role as wife is marked by likening her to the goddesses, 
but particularly dwells on the link to Andromache, whose wedding head-band was a gift of “golden 
Aphrodite” (22.468-472). Edwards (1991: 5:268) points out that at 19.284, “the phrase ἀμφ᾽ αὐτῷ χυμένη 
λίγ᾽ ἐκώκυε is used for the woman mourning a husband killed in battle in the famous simile for the 
weeping Odysseus (Od. 8.527).” This would seem to bolster the argument to interpret γυνή as “wife” in this 
passage since there are multiple “wife” signals in this prefatory space. See also Tsagalis (2004: 57), who 
emphasizes the strength of its meaning as “wife” here, both in respect to her late husband and in respect to 
her hoped-for marriage to Achilles: “the use of the term γυνή elevates her status from that of a slave 
woman to that of a wife. The speech introduction implies what is to be explicitly stated in the ensuing 
speech: Briseis will lament (κλαίουσα) as a woman deprived of a husband.” 
306 de Jong (1987a: 112-113) calls this type of reported inner-vision “embedded focalization.” 




         φίλοι δ᾽ἀμφέσταν ἑταῖροι 
   μυρόμενοι, μετὰ δέ σφι ποδώκης εἵπετ᾽ Ἀχιλλεύς 
   δάκρυα θερμὰ χέων, ἐπεὶ εἴσιδε πιστὸν ἑταῖρον    235 
   κείμενον ἐν φέρτρωι, δεδαϊγμένον ὀξέϊ χαλκῶι 
 
         and around him his dear friends stood  
   weeping, and with them went swift-footed Achilles 
   pouring out hot tears, when he looked upon his trusty companion 
   lying on the bier, torn up with the sharp bronze 
 
Here, as in the case of Briseis, we are privy to the inner world of Achilles who perceives 
the mutilated body of his friend in a specific way. Later, Achilles restates this vision 
aloud, refusing to eat or drink since Patroclus lies dead (ὅς μοι ἐνὶ κλισίηι δεδαϊγμένος 
ὀξέϊ χαλκῶι, 19.211).308 There is a clear responsion here amid the four passages. Achilles 
and Briseis each react with the same inward vision of the corpse and each articulates it 
aloud in deep grief over his passing.  
Through this small preface to Briseis’ speech, the poem suggests the ghost of a like-
minded relationship that has been lost. Verbal clues indicate that Achilles viewed Briseis’ 
beauty like that of Aphrodite and both appear to share the same horror at seeing 
Patroclus’ punctured body. As we have seen, other male-female relationships––and not 
just between married pairs––suggest a similar shared vision: Hector and Helen share their 
assessment of Paris (6.325-364) in an expression of like-mindedness, Hector admits the 
same concerns as Andromache (see esp. 6.441), and Priam rejects the kind of unified 
thought he would have had with Hekabe under different circumstances (24.222). Whereas 
                                                 
308 The phrase occurs only twice more: in Bk. 22, in a generic description when Priam uses the phrase to 
indicate a seemly death for a young man in contrast with the shame and horror of an old man’s death 
(22.72); and in Bk. 24, Hermes employs a variation of this phrase to describe Hector slaughtering the 
Achaians by the ships (Ἀργείους κτείνεσκε δαΐζων ὀξέϊ χαλκῶι, 24.393). Foley (1991: 170 fn 69) discusses 
this unusual phrase and the “immanent meaning it contains,” which he labels: “a hero, (to be cut down 




those moments expressed mutuality in the context of direct conversation, the present case 
has no conversation or direct interaction. I suggest, however, that Briseis’ and Achilles’ 
mirrored response to Patroclus’ corpse is a kind of shadow cast by the relationship they 
formerly had, and which now has undergone severe damage. 
Through the figure of Briseis, this introduction reminds us of life before Achilles’ 
wrath and Patroclus’ death. It also suggests the ruin of this life. Her self-mutilation marks 
a symbolic transition from her ideal beauty and the possibilities of marriage to the 
destruction of both.309 Pucci attributes Briseis’ self-mutilation––the tearing of her breast 
(στήθεά), her soft skin (ἁπαλὴν δειρὴν), her beautiful face (καλὰ πρόσωπα) (19.284-
285)––to her slavehood, noting that no other free woman in the Iliad tears her face or 
body.310 This explanation, however, lacks appeal. Briseis is not alone in displaying a 
unique form of extreme grief: Andromache faints at the sight of her husband being 
dragged toward the Achaian ships (22.462-475); Achilles refuses food and drink, 
abandoning the signs of mortality (19.209-214, 304-308, 346-354); Priam famously rolls 
in the dung as he mourns for Hector (24.163-165); and Hekabe fantasizes eating Achilles’ 
liver (24.212-213).311 By every indication, the text leads us to understand that Briseis’ 
self-mutilation springs in a unique way from her sudden and genuine extreme grief for a 
person close to her, one who would be instrumental in making her Achilles’ wife. 
                                                 
309 Coray (2016: 130 ad 19.284-285) comments that “the scratching of the face or cheeks is in early epic a 
mourning gesture of widows in particular…here perhaps an indication that the intense grief for Patroklos is 
another anticipation of the mourning for Achilleus.” 
310 Pucci (1993: 258). 




 When Briseis at last speaks, she addresses not a living man, but Patroclus’ corpse. 
Patroclus was the embodiment of her future hopes and of Achilles’ humanity, both now 
gone. Many have remarked on the strong symbolism that associates Patroclus with mortal 
nature, that which can and must eventually die, and most particularly with Achilles’ 
mortal nature.312 The symbolic division of natures between Achilles and Patroclus, made 
starker after Patroclus’ death, provides the frame in which Briseis speaks. She addresses a 
silent audience: the perished Patroclus.  
 Much of Briseis’ elegy for Patroclus establishes their past intimacy and rapport. In the 
process, she clarifies and confirms the relationship she shared with Achilles, which the 
narrator has long suggested and which Achilles himself divulged earlier (19.287-300): 
   Πάτροκλέ μοι δειλῆι πλεῖστον κεχαρισμένε θυμῶι, 
   ζωὸν μέν σε ἔλειπον ἐγὼ κλισίηθεν ἰοῦσα, 
   νῦν δέ σε τεθνηῶτα κιχάνομαι, ὄρχαμε λαῶν, 
   ἂψ ἀνιοῦσ᾽· ὥς μοι δέχεται κακὸν ἐκ κακοῦ αἰεί.   290 
   ἄνδρα μὲν ὧι ἔδοσάν με πατὴρ καὶ πότνια μήτηρ 
   εἶδον πρὸ πτόλιος δεδαϊγμένον ὀξέϊ χαλκῶι, 
   τρῖς τε κασιγνήτους τούς μοι μία γείνατο μήτηρ, 
   κηδείους, οἳ πάντες ὀλέθριον ἦμαρ ἐπέσπον. 
   οὐδὲ μὲν οὐδέ μ᾽ ἔασκες, ὅτ᾽ ἄνδρ᾽ ἐμὸν ὠκὺς Ἀχιλλεύς 295 
   ἔκτεινεν, πέρσεν δὲ πόλιν θείοιο Μύνητος, 
   κλαίειν, ἀλλά μ᾽ ἔφασκες Ἀχιλλῆος θείοιο 
   κουριδίην ἄλοχον θήσειν ἄξειν τ᾽ ἐνὶ νηυσίν 
   ἐς Φθίην, δαίσειν δὲ γάμον μετὰ Μυρμιδόνεσσιν. 
   τώ σ᾽ ἄμοτον κλαίω τεθνηότα, μείλιχον αἰεί.    300 
                                                 
312 Patroclus learned the art of healing from Achilles, marking his association with mortality (11. 595-616, 
827-835). The Pelian ash spear––gained from Cheiron like the art of medicine––lies beyond Patroclus’ 
reach and is fit only for Achilles’ immortal nature (ἀλλά μιν οἶος ἐπίστατο πῆλαι Ἀχιλλεύς, 16.142; φόνον 
ἔμμεναι ἡρώεσσιν, 16.144); the spear does not fit the grasp of the fully mortal Patroclus (16.139-140). 
Patroclus is like the mortal trace horse that accompanies Achilles’ immortal horses and dies: ὃς καὶ θνητὸς 
ἐὼν ἕπεθ᾽ ἵπποις ἀθανάτοισιν (“he, though a mortal being, accompanied immortal horses,” 16.154)(16.467-
469). Achilles puts on a kind of immortality when Athene must infuse him with nectar and ambrosia 
(19.209-214, 305-308, 340-356). For lengthy discussion of how the poem creates these signs, see Whitman 
(1958: 195-203) and Vivante (1970: 55-57); also, Armstrong (1958: 346-348); Wilson (1974: 385-389); 





   Patroclus, to my wretched self, to my heart, most gratifying, 
   I left you still living when I went from the hut, 
   but now I find you dead, leader of the people, 
   on coming back. So, I am served evil upon evil forever. 
   The husband, to whom my father and lady mother gave me, 
   him I saw in front of the city, torn up by the sharp bronze, 
   and my three brothers too, whom one mother bore with me, 
   beloved brothers, who all met their day of destruction. 
   But on no occasion did you allow me, when quick Achilles slew 
   my husband and destroyed the city of divine Mynes, 
   to weep, but you kept saying you would make me 
   divine Achilles’ lawful wife, and would guide me on the ships  
   to Phthia, and would host the wedding feast among the Myrmidons. 
   Therefore, I weep quenchlessly now you have died, a kind man always. 
 
While we are permitted to see how other men and women express their mutual regard in 
the midst of difficulty and conflict in the poem, when it comes to Briseis, we must rely on 
testimony. And yet, her testimony––and Achilles’––shows how Briseis’ relationships 
closely resemble those marked by like-mindedness. She calls Patroclus “most gratifying 
to my heart” (πλεῖστον κεχαρισμένε θυμῶι) and “always kind” (μείλιχον αἰεί). Such 
terms of affection replicate or resonate with other passages where friendship and 
closeness are on display.313 Briseis’ first epithet for Patroclus at 19.287 is one Achilles 
has also used for his friend (11.608). This adds to their pattern of shared speech and 
perception. Just as the repeated phrase “δεδαϊγμένον ὀξέϊ χαλκῶι” reflects the shape of 
like-mindedness between Briseis and Achilles, so the echoed expression “κεχαρισμένε 
θυμῶι” hints at their previous closeness, not only to Patroclus, but to one another through 
                                                 
313 The phrase κεχαρισμένε θυμῶι appears 5 times in the Iliad, but only for two figures: three times for 
Diomedes (by Sthenelos, 5.243; by Athene, 5.826; by Agamemnon, 10.234) and twice for Patroclus (by 
Achilles, 11.608; by Briseis, 19.287). Edwards (1991: 5:269 ad 19.287-288) notes that the phrase “is 




their mirrored affection for him. Meanwhile, her closing identification of Patroclus as 
“kind” (μείλιχον) resonates with Helen’s description of Hector’s habitual treatment of her 
(24.762-775), and reminds us of the mutual understanding we witnessed between that 
pair in Bk. 6.314 
 Briseis indicates that Patroclus was not simply a kind master, but that he had come to 
stand in for family. She sets his death on the same plane as the loss of her brothers and of 
her late husband: a personal evil (μοι) (19.290-294).315 Briseis takes care to assert the 
intimacy of these relationships in service of showing Patroclus’ role in her life. Her 
husband was the choice of her parents (ὧι ἔδοσάν με πατὴρ καὶ πότνια μήτηρ, 19.291) 
and her association of him with Patroclus points to an affectionate relationship. Twice 
over she stresses her closeness to her three brothers: emphasizing first her full familial 
connection to them (τούς μοι μία γείνατο μήτηρ, 19.293) and then her great affection for 
them (note the strongly enjambed κηδείους, “beloved,” 19.294). Thus in the process of 
mourning for her husband and brothers Briseis characterizes her relationship to Patroclus 
as one akin to those men. Her compression of loved family members into one man recalls 
Bk. 6, when Andromache combined her father, mother, and brothers into the person of 
her husband, Hector (6.429-430). 
 Next Briseis sketches their relationship in action. The relationship that she describes 
models that of other pairs who negotiate toward like-mindedness; there is a concerted 
                                                 
314 On the resonances of their laments, see Suzuki (1989: 28); Taplin (1992: 282); Tsagalis (2004: 163-
165). 
315 That Briseis connects her late husband and Patroclus is implicit in the repetition of the phrase 




attempt to bridge a serious divide through give and take and through an iterative approach 
(19.295-299): 
οὐδὲ μὲν οὐδέ μ᾽ ἔασκες, ὅτ᾽ ἄνδρ᾽ ἐμὸν ὠκὺς Ἀχιλλεύς 295 
   ἔκτεινεν, πέρσεν δὲ πόλιν θείοιο Μύνητος, 
   κλαίειν, ἀλλά μ᾽ ἔφασκες Ἀχιλλῆος θείοιο 
   κουριδίην ἄλοχον θήσειν ἄξειν τ᾽ ἐνὶ νηυσίν 
   ἐς Φθίην, δαίσειν δὲ γάμον μετὰ Μυρμιδόνεσσιν. 
 
   On no occasion did you allow me, when quick Achilles slew 
   my husband and destroyed the city of divine Mynes, 
   to weep, but you kept saying you would make me 
   divine Achilles’ lawful wife, and would guide me on the ships  
   to Phthia, and would host the wedding feast among the Myrmidons. 
 
Repetition is at the fore of Briseis’ memory. The negative οὐδὲ μὲν οὐδέ opens her 
recollection with an emphatic duplication that models Patroclus’ repetitive approach. 
With two iterative imperfect verbs (ἔασκες, ἔφασκες), Briseis succinctly testifies to how 
Patroclus came to her again and again to prevent her from weeping, and to bring her hope 
in the midst of her sorrow. Her grief resurfaced more than once, but so did Patroclus’ 
promises. Patroclus’ attentiveness recalls the iterative approach we have seen Hector take 
with Andromache in Bk. 6, when she too is inconsolable. And it resonates with Priam and 
Hekabe’s multiple attempts to negotiate mutual understanding and unity amid their grief. 
In other words, Briseis the γέρας was not treated as a slave, but as a friend, as family; 
here we witness from another angle (her angle) her transformation into γυνή. 
 If we unpack Patroclus’ promises, we find once more that the themes worth 
Patroclus’ continued pursuit are the close relationships of friendship and family, as well 
as the permanence, security, and public acknowledgment that attend them. Patroclus 




make her Achilles’ lawful wife (κουριδίην ἄλοχον, 19.298).316 That Briseis herself 
needed convincing of this is borne out both by the iterative verb (μ᾽ ἔφασκες) and by 
Achilles’ language in Bk. 9. As we recall, Achilles anticipated the surprise of the 
ambassadors when he called her “the wife of his heart” (ἄλοχον θυμαρέα) and said he 
“loved her from [his] heart, even though she was spear-won” (ἐκ θυμοῦ φίλεον, 
δουρικτήτην περ ἐοῦσαν, 9.343). No doubt Briseis was struck by the strangeness of being 
at once γέρας and ἄλοχος. Patroclus promised to eliminate this strangeness and replace it 
with future legitimacy, a chance for the ἄλοχος θυμαρής to shed one lawful nature 
(γέρας) for another (κουριδίην).317 
 Briseis’ new legitimacy would stem not just from being made Achilles’ wife, but also 
from her relationship to Patroclus as surrogate family, with both statuses acknowledged 
in public. Patroclus promised himself as sponsor for her marriage, saying “he would lead 
[her] on the ships to Phthia” (ἄξειν τ᾽ ἐνὶ νηυσίν | ἐς Φθίην, 19.298-299). His use of ἄγω 
and the voyage home here suggest the marriage journey metaphors that appear elsewhere 
in the poem, the active voice pointing to Patroclus’ role in giving her away.318 Patroclus 
also promised that he himself would “host the wedding feast among the Myrmidons” 
(δαίσειν δὲ γάμον μετὰ Μυρμιδόνεσσιν, 19.299). Such promises suggest that Patroclus 
                                                 
316 Willcock (1977: 52-53) considers the plan for wedding Achilles and Briseis to be an ad hoc invention 
of the poet. According to the bT scholiast ad 19.298-299, Patroclus’ promises are little more than weak 
hope (Erbse, 1969-1988). But as Coray (2016: 137 ad 19.297b-299) observes, it rather constitutes “further 
evidence of the significant emotional relationship between Achilleus and Briseis.” 
317 de Jong (1987a: 112). 
318 Elsewhere in the Iliad, the verb is used in the middle for the man who marries the woman, for example: 
ἐμὲ οἴκαδ᾽ ἄγεσθαι (3.404), ἠγάγετο πρὸς δώματ᾽ (16.190), Πηλεὺς δὲ θνητὴν ἀγαγέσθαι ἄκοιτιν (18.87), 
ὅτε μιν κορυθαιόλος ἠγάγεθ᾽ Ἕκτωρ | ἐκ δόμου Ἠετίωνος (22.471-472). In our case, Patroclus is giving 




would be taking on the role appropriate to a male member of a woman’s family, a father 
or a brother.319 All three of his assurances publicly acknowledge his relationship to her as 
he put her forth as Achilles’ universally recognized wife. Indeed, Patroclus’ insistence on 
playing the part of father or brother further explains the emotional parallels that Briseis 
draws between his fate and the fates of her family. And in each promise, Patroclus 
negotiates with Briseis for a shared vision of their future. 
 Some scholars have argued that Briseis’ professed closeness to Patroclus is merely 
the product of grief for herself and a desire to manipulate her position now that Patroclus 
has died; others might construe this closeness as the product of a kind of Stockholm 
syndrome.320 Yet we should recall how frequently the poem has associated these two 
characters.321 And now in Bk. 19, the narrator and Briseis herself testify to how close 
they were. But the intimacy between these two also inextricably involves a third person: 
Achilles. Here we must resist the urge to reduce Briseis’ relationships to both men to 
                                                 
319 Skinner (1982: 267, 268) notes that Briseis’ lament takes the place of the lament normally reserved for 
a kinswoman. Skinner remarks, “And yet Briseis does have one tenuous claim to the role of kinswoman: 
the dead man she mourns had promised to make her the legitimate wife of Achilles” (p. 267). As the text 
implies, this is precisely the role (kinsman) that Patroclus was offering to fill for her, had he lived. See also: 
Kakridis (1949: 71), who observes that Briseis, as a slave girl, should not technically bewail Patroclus; Dué 
(2002: 76 fn 27) noting that, “it seems clear that Briseis laments Patroklos to some extent as a father 
figure.”  
320 Pucci (1993: 262); Dué (2002: 76ff.): “Briseis uses the medium of lament to narrate the pains of her life 
and manipulate her status within her community”; Fantuzzi (2012: 118-121). In the case of Stockholm 
syndrome (a contested mental-illness), only the captive, for self-preservation, comes to identify with her 
captor and undergoes a mental shift toward her aggressor after he shows a small act of kindness. Briseis, 
however, does not seem to be in personal danger until she is removed from Achilles’ camp. Indeed, such a 
view does not account for Achilles’ carefully stated affection for Briseis, nor the unique γέρας-γυνή 
relationship he outlines in Bk. 9. And Patroclus’ promise to make her a wife hardly qualifies as a small 
kindness. Rather, Briseis’ lament aligns itself with Achilles’ view as well as the narrator’s. 
321 In Bk. 1, Patroclus is the one who leads Briseis out to Agamemnon’s heralds (1.337-338). In Bk. 16, 
Patroclus is given the responsibility of regaining her for Achilles (16.85-86). In Bk. 18, Thetis draws a 
parallel between Achilles’ grief for Briseis and then for Patroclus as expressions of human loss (18.442-




symbolism, in which the departure of Briseis is a placeholder for the death of Patroclus, 
or in which the death of Patroclus is code for the death of Achilles.322 Instead, let us note 
how Briseis’ lament suggests a real complexity of give and take, of mutual care and 
affection among the three parties, even amid the strain and difficulties of a war-time 
relationship. 
Achilles’ part in this is complex and felt both overtly and covertly in Briseis’ speech. 
Although Achilles slew her previous husband and destroyed her city and her people 
(19.295-296), Briseis now mourns for the loss of a future as Achilles’ lawful bride 
(19.297-299). Doubtless, her future security and legitimacy factor into her mourning, but 
I suggest we read here also a reflection of the affection Achilles expressed for her in Bk. 
9. That is to say, over time, Patroclus’ repeated assurances had a moderating and 
persuasive effect.323 Thus Briseis speaks of encountering “evil upon evil” (19.290). But 
Patroclus’ assurances prompt other questions: Why did he make these assurances at all? 
Why did he feel he could make such grandiose promises? What motive would he have 
had to encourage Briseis not to weep, to think she would be Achilles’ wife in Phthia, if it 
were not so? After all, other women in the camp sleep with Patroclus and Achilles during 
Briseis’ absence (9.663-688). Presumably this is not a promise Patroclus made to all the 
women in the camp.  
                                                 
322 For Briseis as placeholder for Patroclus, see: Il. 18.444-46; Nagy (1999 [1979]: 108-109). For Patroclus 
as substitute for Achilles, see: Schadewaldt (1965:155-202); Redfield (1994: 106-107); Muellner (1996: 
158-160); Nagy (1999 [1979]; 113); Dué (2002: 74, 75 fn 27, 76) “Briseis’ lament for Patroklos allows 
Briseis to lament Achilles before death”; Fantuzzi (2012: 120). 





Taken in conjunction with what Achilles has said himself, such promises indicate that 
Patroclus had leave to make them. Simply put, Patroclus’ promises are too big and too 
consistent with earlier episodes in the poem to have been made in a vacuum or out of 
lame kindness. They are consistent not only with Achilles’ Bk. 9 discussion of Briseis’ 
relationship to him, but also with Achilles’ relationship to Patroclus.324 Though Patroclus 
is a free man who acts with an independent spirit, he does so within the constraints of his 
relationship to Achilles: he behaves with deference toward Achilles and constantly does 
his bidding. Consider the following examples. In Bk. 1, Achilles instructs Patroclus to 
bring Briseis out for Agamemnon’s heralds (1.337-338) and Patroclus obeys (ὣς φάτο, 
Πάτροκλος δὲ φίλωι ἐπεπείθεθ᾽ ἑταίρωι, etc., 1.345-347). In Bk. 9, we find Patroclus 
watching Achilles in anticipation of Achilles’ needs (Πάτροκλος…δέγμενος Αἰακίδην, 
ὁπότε λήξειεν ἀείδων, 9.190-191) and see him mirror Achilles’ action when the 
ambassadors arrive (ὣς αὔτως Πάτροκλος, ἐπεὶ ἴδε φῶτας, ἀνέστη, 9.195). Achilles calls 
Patroclus to mix wine and prepare food for the ambassadors and we witness his lengthy 
compliance (9.201-220). At the end of Bk. 9, Achilles silently nods his instruction to 
Patroclus to make a bed for Phoenix (9.620-621), and Patroclus orders the attendants and 
maids to do so (9.658-661): 
  Πάτροκλος δ᾽ ἑτάροισιν ἰδὲ δμωιῆισι κέλευσεν 
  Φοίνικι στορέσαι πυκινὸν λέχος ὅττι τάχιστα· 
  αἳ δ᾽ ἐπιπειθόμεναι στόρεσαν λέχος ὡς ἐκέλευεν,   660 
  κώεά τε ῥῆγός τε λίνοιό τε λεπτὸν ἄωτον. 
 
   And Patroclus commanded their comrades and servant girls 
   to spread out thick bedding for Phoenix as quickly as possible. 
                                                 
324 For Achilles’ rich, complex relationship with Patroclus, see Austin (2016: 36-57), who frames their 




   And the girls, obeying, spread out the bedding as he commanded, 
   fleeces and a blanket of wool and a fine sheet of linen. 
 
This example is particularly intriguing for the power structure it reveals. Achilles 
commissions an action, and Patroclus puts it into motion, conveying the intent of the 
originator to third parties. Later, it is at Achilles’ behest that Patroclus goes to Nestor to 
ask after the wounded Machaon (11.595-616). In Bk. 16, Patroclus asks Achilles to send 
him to battle and Achilles gives his consent as well as a commission to win him honor, 
gifts, and the return of Briseis (16.36-86). In other words, it is entirely consistent with the 
dynamic that the poem has constructed for this pair for Patroclus’ promises to have had 
some prompting from Achilles. 
 If we work from this pattern, then, an interesting triangular relationship among 
Briseis, Patroclus, and Achilles emerges from the hazy edges of the Iliad. When Patroclus 
revisits Briseis repeatedly in her grief, Achilles stands behind it in some way.325 When 
Achilles names Briseis his ἄλοχος θυμαρής, “wife of his heart,” Patroclus’ efforts and 
kindness took part in its development. And when Briseis mourns the death of Patroclus, 
she mourns a complexity of relationships now lost or radically altered. It was Patroclus 
who was key to reconciling the differences between Briseis and Achilles. It was Patroclus 
who facilitated the give and take that gave rise to the pair’s shared understanding of a 
marriage. It was Patroclus who offered himself to her as a kind of father or brother, who 
treated her with kindness. Now he is gone. And the triangle has broken. 
 
                                                 
325 Coray (2016: 137 ad 19.297b-299) has suggested that Patroclus’ role as sponsor of the bride and host of 




At this point, it would do well to observe Achilles’ behavior. We have observed 
already how much Briseis’ speech should surprise us. Achilles’ silence toward her upon 
her return should surprise us equally so. Though the complexity of Briseis and Achilles’ 
relationship––and the hints of its like-minded qualities––has been building over the 
course of the poem, now Achilles hardly acknowledges her. That they do not directly 
interact now that they have been united illustrates the severe fracture in their relationship. 
What was once a loving and complex relationship, to which the poem has borne sustained 
witness, has suffered an abrupt break. Briseis has lost a friend and access to Achilles 
through him. Achilles has lost a friend and access to his humanity through him.326 Thus, 
at the moment when at last we might see this pair behave as other male-female pairs have 
done, we are robbed of the satisfaction. Instead, what once was and what might have been 
hover between Briseis and Achilles like ghosts. 
Achilles hardly mentions Briseis in Bk. 19. He avoids her name and the label (γέρας) 
that he previously took such care to unfold and modify for his audience(s). He refers to 
her only as κουρή during his reconciliation with Agamemnon (19.56-62, 270-273). 
Indeed, he wishes she had died the day Lyrnessos fell (19.59-60).327 Although both 
                                                 
326 On Achilles’ alienation from humanity, see Segal (1971b: 49, 66); Scully (1990: 121-122) argues that 
Achilles is disassociated from the human point of view and takes on an Olympian vision of events; 
Redfield (1994: 107-108) argues that after Patroclus dies Achilles turns into a “kind of natural force, like 
fire or flood,” becoming both a beast and a god; Muellner (1996: 164); Austin (2016: 128-130) argues that 
Achilles’ isolation from the human community stems from “an entirely human phenomenon, his ποθή for 
his deceased friend.” 
327 Achilles makes an impossible wish here, but he has done so elsewhere as well. Speaking to his mother, 
Achilles earlier wished his father had married a mortal woman rather than a goddess (18.86-90). His wish 
was not a rejection of Thetis per se (would he have wished the same when asking Thetis to petition Zeus?), 
but rather it acknowledges the pivotal importance of his parents’ marriage to the crystallization of current 
events and the painful consequences of that union. Similarly, we must ask whether Achilles’ wish in Bk. 19 
rejects Briseis per se, or if his wish that she had died indicates more strongly the importance of his complex 




passages mark her past significance to Achilles and also his emotional reaction to her 
loss,328 the audience sees no clear sign that the relationship Achilles and the narrator 
previously revealed has any weight with the hero now.329 Achilles has been fully 
engulfed by his wrath and grief and moves to the margins of humanity in the wake of 
Patroclus’ death. Briseis thus moves to the margins of his awareness at the very moment 
the poem brings her to the forefront and allows her to speak for herself, her history, and 
her relationships.330  
Yet some vestiges of what was remain, signaling the potentials of this ruptured 
relationship. As we have seen, the phrase δεδαϊγμένον ὀξέϊ χαλκωῖ suggests that Briseis 
and Achilles share an internal reaction to the sight of Patroclus’ body, sketching the 
shape of a like-minded relationship. Now, in this semi-public setting, Briseis has wept for 
Patroclus, revealing her complex relationships with Patroclus and Achilles. Achilles 
delivers his own lament for Patroclus after hers (19.315-337). This poignant moment has 
garnered attention. Scholars have studied the larger structure of Briseis’ and Achilles’ 
laments. Working from foundations laid by Lohmann, Pucci has observed the way 
Achilles’ speech forms an antiphony with Briseis’ lament, responding structurally and 
                                                 
(2002: 88-89), who finds this exclamation hard to reconcile with “romanticizing views” of Achilles and 
Briseis; for Wilson, Briseis is a pawn that may be ‘person’ or ‘object’ whenever it suits Achilles’ purposes.  
328 In his prayer to Zeus, Achilles speaks of how Agamemnon aroused his passion (θυμὸν ἐνὶ στήθεσσιν 
ἐμοῖσιν | … ὤρινε, 19.271-271) and of his own unwillingness to part with Briseis (κούρην | ἦγεν ἐμεῖ᾽ 
ἀέκοντος, ἀμήχανος, 19.271-272). The essential potency of the relationship and Agamemnon’s insult 
lingers, thus Achilles must still master his passion by force (ἀλλὰ τὰ μὲν προτετύχθαι ἐάσομεν ἀχνύμενοί 
περ, | θυμὸν ἐνὶ στήθεσσι φίλον δαμάσαντες ἀνάγκηι, 19.65-66). 
329 Scully (1990: 123-124). 
330 Pucci (1993: 272) has also noted how both Briseis and Achilles begin their laments “from a posture of 




thematically with hers.331 Lohmann shows how Achilles’ lament takes the themes first 
introduced in Briseis’ lament and “amplifies” them.332 Since Briseis’ speech does not 
seem purposefully given for public consumption,333 this responsion, or echo, between her 
lament and Achilles’ is another indicator of their previous closeness, both to Patroclus 
and to one another. Pucci argues for a pointed and subtle interaction between Briseis and 
Achilles in their responding laments. In Briseis’ final comments, Pucci sees a public yet 
veiled prodding, in which she relies on Patroclus’ authority to suggest that Achilles could 
still follow through on Patroclus’ intention for them to marry.334 In Pucci’s view, Achilles 
responds with a forceful yet subtle “no,” by cutting Briseis and his own life out of his 
future intentions.335 But it may be the wrong moment to read consistency or subtle 
messages in Achilles’ words. He is, after all, a man so disconnected from his fellow man 
that he must be reminded that other men need food and rest, and even then prefers that 
they would go without both (19.145-172, 199-214).336 This is the man whose blind fury 
drives him to fight the river Skamandros until he nearly drowns and must be saved by 
divine intervention (21.214-376). Moreover, this view of their responding laments 
contradicts much of what the poem has been developing between them. 
                                                 
331 Lohmann (1988: 13-32); Pucci (1993: 258-272) has sketched out several details of responsion between 
Briseis and Achilles, such as the theme of ‘evil upon evil,’ that feather in well with the present study. See 
also Petersmann (1973), 7-8. 
332 Lohmann (1970). 
333 She does not lead a lament as Andromache, Hekabe, and Helen do in Bk. 24 (τῆισιν δ᾽ Ἀνδρομάχη 
λευκώλενος ἦρχε γόοιο, 24.723; τῆισιν δ᾽ αὖθ᾽ Ἑκάβη ἁδινοῦ ἐξῆρχε γόοιο, 24.747; τῆισι δ᾽ ἔπειθ᾽ 
Ἑλένη τριτάτη ἐξῆρχε γόοιο, 24.761). Her words are spontaneous and for herself. Even though the women 
around her respond to it–and do so for themselves at that, as the text tells us (19.302)–it was not given with 
the intent to lead. Petersmann (1973: 8) also reads Briseis’ lament as spontaneous. 
334 Pucci (1993: 262). 
335 Pucci (1993: 270). 




 Instead, I suggest that the kind of extreme grief that marks Briseis and Achilles’ 
reactions to Patroclus’ death insulates each from the other. The complex and loving 
relationship they once had, and will have again (cf. 24.675-676), has been suspended. 
Thus, Achilles has said remarkably little about Briseis and nothing to her directly after 
her return. Briseis, in turn, says nothing to Achilles, even though she is bold enough, 
without prompting by her master, to act out and speak out in her grief upon her return.337 
Like Hekabe, Helen, and Andromache, Briseis does not shy away from speaking out, but 
in this case, she does not follow their pattern in confronting her male partner. She is too 
wrapped up in her sorrow.338 Likewise, Achilles’ sorrow and anger keep him from 
normal interactions with other human beings in the poem (such as the ritual of a meal). 
We witness, then, two people who share in the same grief––as we have seen with Hekabe 
and Priam––but whose grief also separates them. Their shared grief but unshared burden 
of grief leads them to speak harmoniously, but also to speak past each other, not to each 
other. It is an altered form of the tattered communication we have seen between Helen 
and Paris. Helen and Paris speak to each other and past each other from a place of 
hostility or indifference, but while there is unified grief between Briseis and Achilles, 
they each only address the dead. Theirs is effectively silent responsion.339 It is the echo of 
like-mindedness after the voice of it has stilled.  
                                                 
337 Petersmann (1973: 8) voices a similar view when he remarks that Briseis speaks as though Achilles 
were not nearby: “Auch bei diesem Klagen versinkt für die Sprechende die Umwelt, Achill wird genannt, 
als ob er nicht in engster Nähe wäre.”  
338 Briseis’ lament also prefigures the laments of these other Iliadic women: See, for example Foley (1999: 
189-192); Dué (2002: 16, 79-81); Muich (2010: 41, 76-77). 





Briseis at the Close (Bk. 24) 
After Bk. 19, the poem has every opportunity to let Briseis fade into the woodwork of 
the poem. Achilles’ pain over her has been subsumed by his pain over Patroclus. He has 
cursed the day that began his relationship to her. He burns with divine wrath and refuses 
the markers of mortality: food, drink, love-making. His attention has turned to grief, 
death, and slaughter. Yet the poem does not permit us to forget Briseis. In Bk. 24, Briseis 
reappears. Achilles has relinquished his divine wrath and assumed his own mortality once 
more: thinking of Peleus and Patroclus, he has reconciled with Priam and prepared 
Hector’s body for departure (24.476ff.); he has eaten a meal in the company of another 
human being (24.620ff.); and he has promised a temporary truce to honor funeral rites 
(24.660ff.).340 The two part company and Priam is shown to a bed on the porch of 
Achilles’ hut (24.671-674). At this point Achilles beds down beside Briseis (24.675-676): 
   αὐτὰρ Ἀχιλλεὺς ηὗδε μυχῶι κλισίης εὐπήκτου,    675 
   τῶι δὲ Βρισηῒς παρελέξατο καλλιπάρηος. 
 
   But Achilles slept in the inner-most part of the well-built hut, 
   and with him Briseis lay, whose cheeks are lovely. 
 
Just as the peace brokered with Priam is temporary, a mere respite amid the war that 
raged and will rage again, Briseis’ place beside Achilles is reestablished for a short time 
before he is killed.341 Imagine, for a moment, if Achilles had chosen Diomede to go to 
                                                 
340 Segal (1971b: 49, 66-67) remarks that when Achilles resumes partaking in food, it constitutes “an 
acknowledgment of the individual’s commitment to life’s wholeness, continuity, vitality, despite and in the 
midst of fearful losses and sufferings.” 
341 Taplin (1992: 82) has called this moment “a distant and distorted echo of that wedding which Patroklos 
has promised.” Lyons (2012: 60) downplays this return as “only going back to Achilles’ tent…and there is 




bed with, as he did in Bk. 9.342 What effect would the total rejection of Briseis have had 
on the tenor of the poem? Achilles would still be in the steely jaws of fate, as he is now. 
The rejection would have signaled the irreparable break with his previous life with 
Patroclus that we know has taken place anyway: that there would be no going back to the 
way things were. Patroclus could not come back and neither could Briseis. It would be 
consistent with the still-present tension and anger that Achilles expresses to Priam 
(24.559-571, 649-658). Instead, we have a kind of recovery of some part of his previous 
life.343 He chooses once again the woman whom he and Patroclus each had a close and 
complex relationship with. Briseis is a remnant. Just as Hekabe and Priam come to a like-
minded understanding in Bk. 24, now we are given a picture of another kind of male-
female mutuality, glimpsed briefly through the closing of the curtains. The action and the 
speeches are hidden once more, but the picture tells much. Achilles has come back to 
himself and to Briseis.344 Though they rest in the eye of the storm, for the present they 
are at rest and we leave them in a place of resolution. 
 
                                                 
than Lyons’ assessment would allow. For the larger ring-like structure between Bks. 1 and 24, see e.g. 
Whitman (1958: 259-260); Macleod (1984: 32-35); Létoublon (1987: 129ff.); Schein (1997: 345-359). 
342 Cf. 9.663-665.  
343 Cf: Edwards (1987a: 58) sees this as a variation of the topos “host retires to bed with his wife”; de Jong 
(1987a: 113); Foley (1991: 183-184) understands Achilles’ meal as an indicator that “the personal and 
social wounds inflicted throughout the course of the Iliad” are healing. See West (2010: 17-28) for her 
discussion of this moment in the context of the Homeric retiring scene, a type scene that “signal[s] a 
temporary relaxation of tension, a moment of safety in a dangerous world.” She observes that this moment 
between Achilles and Briseis “is the closest thing to domestic contentment that he [Achilles] will achieve” 
(pp. 22-23). For a view opposing the idea of recovery and contentment, see Wright (2016: 117-118), for 
whom this scene is as an expression of Achilles’ tragic isolation because the hero lies with a woman who is 
not and never will be his wife, nor will he ever go home. 





 Briseis has presented a number of difficulties for our study of like-mindedness since 
the only moments we see her interact with living men come at the beginning and at the 
end of the Iliad and on both occasions she is silent. Yet the Iliad has opened other paths 
to understanding the nature of her relationships with Achilles and Patroclus. The poem 
grapples with the problem of a γέρας–γυνή; it opens up the possibility that Briseis differs 
from other prize-women from its earliest moments and builds on that foundation as the 
narrative progresses. Through the narrator’s perspective, Achilles’ descriptions of Briseis 
as a wife, and her elegy for Patroclus, we glimpse a set of relationships that, at the very 
least, show the potential for the kind of like-minded interactions we have seen between 
men and women in other parts of the poem. We see the shape of like-mindedness 
between Briseis and Patroclus in his repeated approaches (much like the cases of Hekabe 
and Priam, and Andromache and Hector), and in their adopted familial bond (as in the 
case of Helen and Hector, and Andromache and Hector). Evidence also suggests the 
possibility of former like-mindedness between Achilles and Briseis, for the pair’s 
reaction to Patroclus’ death is marked by similar language and their laments structurally 
complement one another. Further hints of their ὁμοφροσύνη lie in Achilles’ careful 
exposition on Briseis and the role of wife and in Briseis’ own unwillingness to leave 
him––calling to mind similar motions between Hector and Andromache––, the man she 
has been assured will be her future husband. Yet theirs is a tragic story of ruptured 
ὁμοφροσύνη, one which goes through near destruction with the death of Patroclus, and, 






 In the final book of the Iliad, Apollo describes the human condition as a matter of 
endurance, remarking how “the Fates have set an enduring heart in human beings” 
(τλητὸν γὰρ Μοῖραι θυμὸν θέσαν ἀνθρώποισιν, 24.49). His description, I think, fits well 
with the interactions considered in this study, for even as the world begins to crumble 
around them, women and men in the Iliad reveal their enduring hearts as they strive for 
an element of constancy and unity in their relationships.  
 A look at the gods provides a different perspective altogether. In that realm, νεῖκος 
(contention) and ἔρις (strife) reign. Hera and Zeus experience discord, but do not strive 
for unity amid their division such as we have seen in the cases of Hekabe and Priam or 
Andromache and Hector. Rather, conflict there often ends with threat of physical 
violence. When, in Bk. 1 for example, Hera recriminates Zeus for not speaking to her 
about his thoughts, Zeus castigates her for involving herself where she is not wanted, 
commands her to sit in silence, and threatens to lay his “unconquerable hands” (ἀάπτους 
χεῖρας) on her if she does not (1.536-567). This kind of savage language and behavior is 
nowhere to be found among the Iliad’s mortal men and women, even in relationships 
suffering severe dysfunction. Instead, the poem studiously avoids this violent dynamic 
among its mortal pairs and sets them, for the most part, on an entirely different course. 
 I have chosen to look at these moments of male-female interaction in the Iliad 
independent of questions of social dissymmetry. This was consciously done and, I think, 
to profitable effect. Shying away from that dimension of human interaction has better 




women. And in search of a Homeric term for this phenomenon, I felt that ὁμοφροσύνη 
captured the relational dynamics that we have seen surface so frequently between women 
and men in the poem. But more important than the word, it should be the pattern of 
seeking shared understanding and harmony that catches and holds our attention. That 
men and women are so involved in maintaining and expressing unity in the midst of 
difficulty and destruction is remarkable. Indeed, it seems an intrinsic good. Thus the Iliad 
prompts us to consider whether there might be multiple registers of value in the world of 
mortal human beings. In such a case, we might think of ὁμοφροσύνη as a value in itself 
complementing, or even counterbalancing, the value of κλέος. For just as the pursuit of 
κλέος drives warriors on the field of battle, the Iliad may provide ὁμοφροσύνη as a value 
that sets forth harmony, unity, and likeness of mind––as opposed to one that describes a 
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